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Objectives 6 

The objective is to determine the number and type of U.S. workers taking maternity or paternity 7 
leave. 8 

Methods 9 

This research analyzes secondary data from 1994 to 2015 from the Current Population Survey 10 
(CPS).  The CPS surveys about 60,000 randomly selected households monthly and provides a 11 
publicly available ecological long-term series for measuring parental leave. 12 

Results 13 

The average month from 1994 to 2015 saw 273,000 women and 13,000 men on maternity or 14 
paternity leave.  Maternity leave figures show no trend over 22 years.  Paternity figures increase 15 
by a factor of three, but start from a small base.  No national impact on maternity or paternity 16 
leave was observed after implementation of state laws which provided paid leave.  About half 17 
(51.1%) of employees on maternity or paternity leave during 2015 received paid time off.  The 18 
typical woman on maternity leave was older, more likely married, more likely white non-19 
Hispanic and more educated than the typical woman who gave birth. 20 

Conclusion 21 

While the US economy expanded dramatically since 1994, this improvement does not appear to 22 
have translated into more women taking maternity leave. 23 
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Introduction 25 

Maternity and paternity leave policies, which give new parents time off after a baby’s 26 

birth, are an essential part of any country's support for children and families.1 The policies help 27 

mothers that are exhausted or experiencing childbirth complications restore their vitality, 28 

resulting in improved ability to care for their infant. Research has shown that giving parents time 29 

off from work to bond with new babies is extremely beneficial to overall maternal health,2 30 

improving mother’s mental health,3, 4 reducing cesarean deliveries,5 saving infants’ lives,6 31 

mother-infant interaction,7 and encouraging breast feeding.8, 9 Family leave policies are gaining 32 

importance because of the rising numbers of dual-career couples and single working parents, 33 

which result in less family support available to new parents. Since 1952, the United Nations’ 34 

International Labour Organization has called for not less than 14 weeks of paid maternity leave 35 

for all employed women.10 36 

The U.S. is one of the few countries that does not offer guaranteed paid leave for women 37 

after childbirth. A 2007 analysis found that out of 173 countries only four lacked paid leave; 38 

Liberia, Papua New Guinea, Swaziland and the U.S.11 The same study found 98 countries require 39 

working women to receive at least 14 weeks of paid time off when a child is born. This is far 40 

more generous than in the U.S., where the Department of Labor estimates “only 12% of private 41 

sector workers have access to paid family leave through their employer.”12 42 

While maternity leave is positive for health it often has negative consequences in the U.S. 43 

for family income, job security, promotion, and pay.13 Since few companies pay for maternity or 44 

paternity leave, there is a low likelihood that new parents can afford to stop working.14 There is 45 

also the potential maternity leave laws could encourage businesses to discriminate against 46 

women who are, or likely to become, pregnant because hiring pregnant women potentially leaves 47 
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companies temporarily short staffed, saddled with higher medical costs and possibly higher wage 48 

costs. 49 

Since 1993 most workers are covered by the Federal government’s Family and Medical 50 

Leave Act, or FMLA. This law gives eligible workers 12 weeks of unpaid time off during the 51 

first 12 months after birth to care for a newborn.15 Not all workers are covered since eligibility 52 

for FMLA is based on meeting three criteria; length of employment (> 1 year), hours worked (> 53 

1,250 hours in past 12 months) and employer size (> 50 workers). In 2006 the state of 54 

Washington enacted a law providing an additional 12 weeks of time off beyond the FMLA’s 55 

requirements for workers at large companies in that state.16 56 

California enacted paid time off for newborn care in 2002, which took effect in July 57 

2004. California’s system is part of the state disability insurance program and provides a 58 

maximum of six weeks of paid leave. Research suggests this policy lowered the number of cases 59 

of pediatric head trauma in California, a leading cause of fatal child abuse.17 60 

Following California, three other states also enacted paid family leave laws; Washington 61 

in 2007, New Jersey in 2008, and Rhode Island in 2013.18 More states and some cities are 62 

contemplating paid family leave policies, with New York implementing a policy starting in 63 

2018. The issue was part of the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign, with Donald Trump promising 64 

to provide six weeks of paid leave to new mothers.19 65 

Washington state’s law is not effective due to a lack of funding.20 Rhode Island provides 66 

only four weeks of paid time off and New Jersey six weeks. Some new parents may be reluctant 67 

to use these paid benefits. One problem is highlighted by the state of New Jersey’s website 68 

which states that “Family Leave Insurance does not protect anyone's job,”21 leaving some 69 

workers vulnerable to losing their jobs when caring for a newborn. 70 
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Another issue is that paid leave often does not completely replace a worker’s salary. In 71 

California parents taking paid family leave only receive approximately 55 percent of their usual 72 

pay up to a maximum of $1,129, which means families on the paid leave program experience 73 

reduced income during a period of increased expenses.22 Finally, research shows some programs 74 

are confusing to new parents and applying for benefits is difficult.23 75 

This research develops a data series showing the number of workers actually using 76 

parental leave. This series will supplement occasional government surveys that gather 77 

information on company benefit plans that include maternity or paternity leave,24 data from small 78 

scale surveys25 and national surveys at a single point in time.26 79 

Methods 80 

This research creates a long-term series showing the number of workers actually using 81 

maternity leave by analyzing secondary data from the Current Population Survey (CPS). The 82 

CPS’s primary goal is to determine the nation’s unemployment rate. The CPS is a monthly 83 

national multi-stage random sample that contacts approximately 60,000 households across all 50 84 

states.27 85 

The CPS records detailed information on what each person in the household who is at 86 

least 16 years old was doing during the survey week. People analyzed are individuals who had a 87 

job but were temporarily absent because they were on maternity or paternity leave. Maternity 88 

and paternity categories start in January 1994, which is when a redesigned questionnaire was 89 

first introduced to provide more detailed information on reasons for not being at work.28 90 

Data from each month were taken from the US Census Bureau’s publicly available 91 

DataFerret website, a publicly available Internet based data analysis and extraction program.29 92 

DataFerret provides updated CPS information to the public after slightly more than a month lag. 93 
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Because DataFerret is complex to use and is a relatively unknown resource an electronic data 94 

appendix is available that shows the steps needed to extract maternity and paternity data. 95 

Monthly data were extracted from January 1994, when maternity data begin, until 96 

December 2015, the latest full year of data available. The monthly data were averaged to create 97 

annual figures. Three variables were extracted from DataFerret: the reason for work absence in 98 

the last week; gender; and if the absence from work was paid. All data were weighted to adjust 99 

for the complex survey design and to ensure the results match national population estimates. 100 

Statistical analysis was not done at the state level because DataFerret only identified four 101 

geographic regions (Northeast, Midwest, South and West). 102 

Monthly data were analyzed using least squares regressions. The regressions explain the 103 

number of people on parental leave using eleven factors. The factors are the number of births, 104 

previous month’s births, unemployment rates, a time trend, indicators tracking the seasons, state 105 

indicators tracking when paid leave was instituted in California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island, 106 

and a binary variable indicating when the U.S. economy was in an economic recession as 107 

declared by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER).30 108 

All statistical analysis was done using SAS Enterprise version 4.3. Results were reported 109 

as significant if p <= 0.05. Mean comparisons were done using a two-tailed students t-test using 110 

SAS’s Proc TTEST function.  111 

Results 112 

Table 1’s left column, which shows the average number of women in the US on 113 

maternity leave from 1994 to 2015, exhibits no trend over time. On average 273,000 women 114 

(95% confidence range 250,000 to 296,000) took maternity leave in the typical month. 115 
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The average number of men on paternity leave each month was 13,000. Unlike maternity 116 

leave, paternity leave has grown; rising from 5,800 men per month in 1994 to 22,000 per month 117 

in 2015, a more than three-fold increase. 118 

The middle of table 1 contains the numbers of births per year in the U.S. From 1994 to 119 

2007 births followed a rising trend increasing from 3.95 million to 4.32 million. Since the 2007 120 

peak, births have fallen and in 2015 were below 4 million. The correlation between the number 121 

of women each year on maternity leave and births is 0.377 (p=0.08), indicating a positive but not 122 

statistically significant relationship between births and women on leave. 123 

The two far right columns of table 1 show the rate of men and women on leave per 124 

10,000 births. For every 10,000 babies born in a year about 700 parents (677 women and 32 125 

men) in a typical month are on leave. Visual and statistical analyses reveal no statistically 126 

significant trend over time in the rate of women on maternity leave in either monthly or yearly 127 

data. 128 

[Put Table 1 About Here] 129 

Table 2 compares the marital status, race, ethnicity and educational status of women on 130 

maternity leave to information recorded about mothers on birth certificates and shows women on 131 

leave are qualitatively and statistically distinct from all mothers who give birth. The table’s top 132 

row shows from 1994 to 2015 approximately three-quarters of women on maternity leave were 133 

married, but less than two-thirds of births occurred to married women. The middle rows show 134 

women on maternity leave are much more likely to be white non-Hispanic compared to birth 135 

mothers. 136 

The bottom rows of table 2 show women on maternity leave have much more educational 137 

attainment than the typical women who gives birth. For example, 71.6% of women on maternity 138 
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leave started or graduated college compared to 49.7% of birth mothers. Because educational data 139 

from birth certificate records has not been released for 2015, the calculations for educational 140 

attainment stop in 2014. 141 

[Put Table 2 About Here] 142 

Comparing the age distribution of women on maternity leave with the age distribution of 143 

mothers who gave birth in 1994 to 2015 shows the average woman on maternity leave (29.8 144 

years ±0.2 years) is 2.4 years older (p<0.01) than the average woman giving birth (27.5 years 145 

±0.09 years). 146 

Regression results are shown in table 3. The combined and maternity columns provide no 147 

statistical support for a time trend or seasonal pattern.  They also suggest states introducing paid 148 

leave did not appear to have any statistically measurable impact on the national number of 149 

people on leave. Maternity leave did not appear related to current births, but was related to births 150 

in the previous month with a 0.42 coefficient (95% range 0.05 to 0.79). This coefficient suggests, 151 

but cannot prove, for every ten births in the U.S. there will be roughly four more women on 152 

maternity leave the following month. 153 

Unemployment rates are negatively related to maternity leave and recessions are 154 

positively related, but neither is statistically significant. Additional variables tracking numbers of 155 

births in the past two months, three months and four months plus data on the U.S. population 156 

were tried in the regressions but were excluded from the results since they were not statistically 157 

significant. 158 

There was a statistically significant rise in the number of men taking parenting leave. The 159 

value on the time trend was 67 (t-stat 4.3; p<0.01), which means from 1994 to 2015 about sixty-160 
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seven more men took paternity leave each month. No other coefficients were statistically 161 

significant in the paternity regressions. 162 

[Put Table 3 About Here] 163 

Trends in the percentage of workers receiving pay from their employer while on 164 

maternity or paternity leave are graphed in figure 1. The solid line shows that approximately half 165 

(48.3% overall average) of all employees on leave were paid for taking care of their newborn 166 

children, which means 51.7% of workers on parental leave were unpaid. The dotted line shows a 167 

lower overall average rate (47.5%) of paid maternity leave than the dashed line representing paid 168 

paternity leave (66.1%). 169 

As shown in Figure 1, the proportion of those on parenting leave who were paid 170 

increased during the study period. Regressions explaining the percentage of paid leave using 171 

time as the explanatory variable show each year approximately 0.32 percentage points (t-stat 5.9; 172 

p<0.01) more workers receive paid time off. Broken down by gender the percentage growth in 173 

paid paternity leave was 0.44 percentage points (t-stat 2.3; p=0.03) per year, while paid maternity 174 

leave grew at 0.26 percentage points (t-stat 4.7; p<0.01) per year. 175 

[Put Figure 1 About Here] 176 

Discussion 177 

This research determined that from 1994 to 2015 slightly more than a quarter of a million 178 

U.S. women workers took maternity leave each month and over this time frame there was no 179 

increase or decrease in the number or rate of women on maternity leave. This lack of a trend is 180 

surprising because three states implemented paid maternity leave legislation. Potential reasons 181 

for the lack of a trend are that paid maternity legislation is ineffective, not fully implemented, too 182 
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narrowly defined to have an impact or legislative changes in some states were offset by changes 183 

occurring in other states or regions. 184 

Other potential reasons are that mothers are not using up their maternity leave, but 185 

instead are saving or banking time off from work to ensure they can handle first-year wellness 186 

visits and unexpected sickness. Additionally, mothers might not take leave for fear of losing their 187 

positions or cannot afford financially to lose their job’s income. 188 

The lack of change is not due to trends in the number of working women. In 1994 189 

approximately 42 million women aged 16 to 45 were in the U.S. labor force. While this number 190 

fluctuated as economic conditions changed, in 2015 there were 42 million child-bearing age 191 

women in the labor force. The lack of trend is also likely not due to women dropping out of the 192 

workforce. Census Bureau estimates from 1981 to 2008 show a steadily falling percentage of 193 

women quitting their jobs after giving birth.31 The change is also not likely due to men shifting 194 

out of the labor force and into primary caregiver roles; given the male labor force expanded over 195 

the time period.32 196 

The lack of change is surprising because during this period the U.S. experienced dramatic 197 

economic growth with inflation-adjusted gross domestic product (GDP) rising from $9.9 trillion 198 

a year in 1994 to $16.4 trillion in 2015. This suggests but cannot prove that the benefits of the 199 

large economic expansion did not flow to women with newborn children. 200 

The research also showed the number of male workers taking paternity leave grew to 201 

21,700 men per month by 2015.  This means currently around 10% of employed fathers take 202 

time off from work following childbirth. 203 

Data on paid versus unpaid maternity and paternity leave show a slight positive trend 204 

over time. This means the economic burden of having a child among those taking leave is falling. 205 
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Nevertheless, by 2015 less than half (47.5%) of all women received paid maternity leave from 206 

their employer. Given paid maternity leave is only increasing 0.26 percentage points each year, it 207 

will take approximately another decade before half of US women going on leave will get paid 208 

time off. This is a very low figure for the nation with the world’s largest annual GDP. 209 

The data show a clear gender gap in paid maternity leave with males (70.7% in 2015) on 210 

paternity leave more likely than females to receive pay from their employer. One possibility for 211 

this gap is that few men are willing to take unpaid leave to care for a newborn. Disaggregated 212 

data show women on leave are economically better off than the typical mother since they are 213 

more likely to be married, white and more educated. 214 

The CPS data underlying these results are imperfect measures of maternity or paternity 215 

leave and likely result in this research slightly underestimating the number of individuals on 216 

leave primarily because the data capture only individuals who spent the entire work week with 217 

their newborn. Individuals who worked part of the week before starting or stopping their leave 218 

are not included in the figures. The data also cannot reveal the total length of time workers spend 219 

on maternity or paternity leave, nor do they record information that could shed light on the 220 

timing or delays in taking family leave. 221 

Nevertheless, since the CPS has not changed between 1994 and 2015, this means even if 222 

the total number of people on maternity or paternity leave is biased, the absence of any trend in 223 

maternity leave over time is likely accurate. 224 

Public Health Implications 225 

The medical literature is overwhelmingly positive about the impact of allowing parents to 226 

spend time with newborn children. Paid maternity and paternity leave laws are designed to 227 

ensure society and individuals receive these medical and social benefits. Unfortunately, the 228 
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benefits do not appear to be growing in the U.S.  Maternity leave has stagnated over the last two 229 

decades; at the same time the economy has grown 66%. 230 

Three states (California, New Jersey and Rhode Island) have enacted and implemented 231 

paid maternity leave legislation in an attempt to boost the ability of parents to bond with infants. 232 

These three states in 2015 encompass 16.1% of the female labor force. If the laws were effective 233 

some impact should be seen in national data. Given there is no visual or statistical evidence of an 234 

increase in the number of women on maternity leave, public health officials, pediatricians and 235 

child advocates should determine why the legislation did not work as intended. 236 
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Figure 1  Percent of Workers Receiving Pay from Their Employer While on Maternity or 325 

Paternity Leave: 1994 to 2015 326 


