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 n While Americans would like 
paid family leave, their support 
dwindles once faced with trade-
offs that would come with a fed-
eral program.

 n These trade-offs include higher 
taxes or higher government debt, 
as well as lower pay, reduced 
benefits, reduced spending on 
other government programs, and 
fewer promotions, especially for 
women and minorities.

 n Evidence shows that man-
dated family leave—even when 
unpaid—reduces women’s 
chances for promotion. Gener-
ous national paid leave pro-
grams, such as found in Europe, 
have reduced women’s wages 
and career prospects.

 n Americans are not willing to 
accept the trade-offs required to 
provide a federal paid leave pro-
gram. Instead of enacting a new 
national entitlement, policymak-
ers should work toward solutions 
that would increase voluntary 
employer-provided programs 
and that would give workers 
greater ability to take leave.

Abstract
A majority of Americans support a federal paid family leave program—
but only if they do not have to pay for it. According to a new survey by 
the Cato Institute, 74 percent of adults support a federal government 
program that would provide workers with 12 weeks of paid leave fol-
lowing the birth or adoption of a child, or to care for their, or a family 
member’s, illness—and fewer than half said they would support such a 
program if it meant higher taxes or debt, lower benefits, fewer promo-
tions for women, or lower spending on education and entitlement pro-
grams. This lack of support for trade-offs is important, because a fed-
eral program would come with significant costs. Instead of enacting a 
new national entitlement, policymakers should work toward solutions 
that would increase voluntary employer-provided paid leave and that 
would give workers greater ability to take leave.

a majority of americans support a federal paid family leave 
program—but only if they do not have to pay for it.

according to a new survey by the Cato Institute, 74 percent of 
adults support a federal government program that would provide 
workers with 12 weeks of paid leave following the birth or adoption 
of a child, or to care for their, or a family member’s, illness.1

Fewer than half said they would support such a program if it meant 
higher taxes or debt, lower benefits, fewer women promoted, or lower 
spending on education and entitlement programs. This lack of sup-
port for trade-offs is important, because a federal program would 
come with significant costs.

The high level of support for paid family leave is not surprising 
considering that 25 percent of workers in the Cato study reported 
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having a want or need for family leave within just the 
past year. a Pew study found that 27 percent of work-
ers reported having taken time off for parental, family, 
or medical leave within the past two years. When con-
sidering leave already taken, as well as that anticipat-
ed in the future, 62 percent of americans have taken, 
or expect to take, family or medical leave.2

What Are Americans Willing to Trade  
for Federal Paid Family Leave?

While americans support paid family leave, their 
support dwindles once faced with trade-offs that 
would come with a federal program.

Higher Taxes. When asked if they would support 
a 12-week program that cost them $450 more in taxes 
per year, only 48 percent of respondents supported 
a national paid leave program. This amount is likely 
far less than even a modest federal paid family leave 
program would cost. at the state level, where existing 
programs are little known, limited, and underutilized, 
median costs range from $109 in additional taxes per 
year for workers in New Jersey (a six-week program with 
roughly 60 percent benefits) to $384 in rhode Island (a 
four-week program with roughly 66 percent benefits).3

When asked, without regard to costs, if they sup-
ported a more generous 26-week paid leave program, 

1. Emily Elkins, “Poll: 74% of Americans Support Federal Paid Leave Program When Costs Not Mentioned—60% Oppose If They Got Smaller 
Pay Raises in the Future: Results from the Cato 2018 Paid Leave Survey,” Cato Institute, December 11, 2018, https://www.cato.org/survey-
reports/cato-institute-2018-paid-leave-survey (accessed December 17, 2018).

2. Juliana Menasce Horowitz, Kim Parker, Nikki Graf, and Gretchen Livingston, “Americans Widely Support Paid Family and Medical Leave, But 
Differ Over Specific Polices,” Pew Research Center, March 23, 2017, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/03/23/americans-widely-support-
paid-family-and-medical-leave-but-differ-over-specific-policies/ (accessed December 17, 2018).

3. Montana Budget and Policy Center, “Paid Leave in Four States: Lessons for Montana Policymakers and Advocates,” December 2015,  
https://www.dol.gov/wb/media/Paid%20Family%20Medical%20Leave%20in%20Four%20States%20FINAL.pdf (accessed December 17, 2018).
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SOURCE: Emily Elkins, “Poll: 74% of Americans Support Federal Paid Leave Program When Costs Not Mentioned—60% Oppose If They Got 
Smaller Pay Raises in the Future: Results from the Cato 2018 Paid Leave Survey,” Cato Institute, December 11, 2018, 
https://www.cato.org/survey-reports/cato-institute-2018-paid-leave-survey (accessed December 17, 2018).

A recent poll showed strong support for a federal paid leave program, but that support dropped 
dramatically when costs were considered.
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48 percent of americans supported it.4 Support 
dropped to 32 percent at a cost of $525 per year in new 
taxes. Those supporting a generous program despite 
higher taxes were relatively insensitive to the size of 
tax increase necessary to fund a program; support 
fell only 4 percentage points—to 28 percent—when 
the tax cost quadrupled to $2,100.5

In reality, a national paid leave program would 
likely cost much more than $450—the level at which 
more americans opposed a federal program. The 
american action Forum estimated that enacting a 
national paid family leave program that provided 16 
weeks of paid leave with benefits of up to $1,000 per 
week would cost at least $1,800 in additional taxes 
for the average worker, and could cost as much as 
$11,000 in additional taxes each year.6

This upper range is in line with expenditures in 
countries that provide generous paid family leave 
programs. Excluding the costs of employer man-
dates, Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development countries spend an average of 
$12,300 in public funds for every child born, and 
some countries spend upwards of $35,000 per 
child born.7

a Heritage Foundation study estimated that a 
federal paid maternity leave program that pro-
vided up to 12 weeks of benefits, equal to about 50 
percent to 60 percent of regular pay (based on the 
Social Security benefit formula), would cost $114 
billion over 10 years.8 Providing benefits equal 
to 100 percent of pay would raise the cost to $198 
billion over 10 years, and expanding the leave to 

4. Elkins, “Poll: 74% of Americans Support Federal Paid Leave Program When Costs Not Mentioned.”

5. Ibid.

6. Ben Gitis, “The Cost of Paid Family Leave Law,” American Action Forum, October 2015, https://www.americanactionforum.org/research/the-
cost-of-paid-family-leave-law/ (accessed December 13, 2018).

7. Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, “Data for Chart PF 2.1.D: Public Expenditure on Maternity and Parental Leave, 
2013,” OECD Family Database, Social Policy Division, last updated October 26, 2017, http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm 
(accessed March 6, 2018). Data reported at current 2013 prices and in current purchasing power parity, in U.S. dollars.

8. Rachel Greszler and Drew Gronshorowski, “How a Proposed Federal Paid Family Leave Policy Would Become a Federal Entitlement and Weaken 
Social Security,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3318, May 29, 2018, https://www.heritage.org/sites/default/files/2018-06/BG3318_0.pdf.

PROGRAM BENEFITS
ANNUAL COST 
PER TAXPAYERCALCULATIONS BY:

• 16 weeks paid family and medical leave
• 100 percent benefits (capped at $1,000/week)

American Action Forum $2,043

• 12 weeks paid family and medical leave
• Social Security-level benefits (approximately 45 percent)

Heritage Foundation $569

• 12 weeks paid family and medical leave
• 100 percent benefits

$1,286Heritage Foundation

heritage.orgBG3376

NOTE: The American Action Forum estimate assumes that 16 percent of all workers will take one paid leave per year and that all workers will 
take the full 16 weeks of leave. The Heritage Foundation estimates assume that 18.5 percent of workers will take one paid leave per year and 
that the average duration of leave will be 6.95 weeks.
SOURCES: Author's estimates based on data in Impaq International, LLC, and Institute for Women’s Policy Research, “Estimating Usage and 
Costs of Alternative Policies to Provide Paid Family and Medical Leave in the United States,” January 17, 2017, https://www.dol.gov/asp/ 
evaluation/completed-studies/IMPAQ-Family-Leave-Insurance.pdf (accessed January 2, 2019), and Abt Associates, Inc., “Family and Medical 
Leave in 2012: Technical Report,” Exhibit 4.4.5, revised April 18, 2014, https://www.dol.gov/asp/evaluation/fmla/ 
FMLA-2012-Technical-Report.pdf (accessed January 2, 2019); and Ben Gitis, “The Cost of Paid Family Leave Law,” American Action Forum, 
October 2015, https://www.americanactionforum.org/research/the-cost-of-paid-family-leave-law/ (accessed January 4, 2019).

Calculating the Cost of Paid Leave Programs
TABLE 1
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include all family medical leave as opposed to just 
parental leave would cost $231 billion.

Those estimates understate the true costs of a 
federal paid leave program because they do not take 
into account the behavioral responses of workers 
and employers. Workers would almost certainly take 
more paid family leave than before, because it would 
have no direct monetary cost to them, and employers 
and states that provide paid family leave would like-
ly drop their existing programs and simply let their 
workers use the federal program instead.

assuming that about 18.5 percent9 of workers 
would use a federal paid family leave program each 
year, and that these workers would take an average of 
6.95 weeks,10 providing Social Security–level benefits 
roughly equal to 45 percent of pay would cost each 
taxpayer an additional $569 per year ($85.5 billion 
total), while providing benefits equal to 100 percent 
of pay would increase the annual cost per taxpayer to 
$1,286 ($193 billion total).11 a federal policy would not 
be cost-free to employers, either, because they would 
have to keep paying for benefits, such as health insur-
ance, while their workers took leave. Twelve weeks of 
an average family health insurance plan would cost 
employers about $4,500.12

Higher Government Debt. americans were 
even less willing (40 percent) to support a paid 
leave program if it meant higher government debt 
instead of higher taxes. Even at a tax increase of 
$1,200, more americans (43 percent) supported 
a tax-financed federal paid family leave program 

than a deficit-financed one. This lack of support 
among americans for ever-higher deficit-financed 
spending is good news, because the u.S. debt has 
become so high, that it has arguably become one 
of america’s greatest threats. If americans do not 
want to increase the debt in order to establish a 
paid family leave program, and they also do not 
want to reduce other major spending programs 
(see below), a federal paid family leave program 
should not be a priority for policymakers. Congress 
and the administration should instead focus on 
making it easier for employers to provide workers 
with the flexibility of accruing paid time off, and 
for individuals to be able to save for more of their 
own needs through, for example, a universal sav-
ings account.13

Lower Pay, Fewer Promotions, Reduced 
Benefits. Compared to paying higher taxes or 
increasing deficits, the Cato study found that 
americans were less willing to give up their own 
personal compensation or to forego promotions 
for women. Only 29 percent of adults supported 
a federal paid family leave program if it meant 
fewer benefits for them or a reduced likelihood of 
promotions for women. That is an important con-
sideration because evidence shows that mandated 
family leave—even when unpaid—reduces women’s 
chances for promotion.14 If the government were to 
require employers to provide paid family leave, it 
would likely lead to hiring discrimination against 
women of child-bearing age, particularly, as sug-

9. The 18.5 percent take-up rate comes from a reported 27.5 million total “leaves” out of 148.834 million workers. This includes some workers 
who take multiple leaves, meaning the actual percentage of workers who take leave is lower than 18.5 percent. Impaq International, LLC, and 
Institute for Women’s Policy Research, “Estimating Usage and Costs of Alternative Policies to Provide Paid Family and Medical Leave in the 
United States,” January 17, 2017, https://www.dol.gov/asp/evaluation/completed-studies/IMPAQ-Family-Leave-Insurance.pdf (accessed 
January 2, 2019).

10. The average leave length of 6.95 weeks comes from Abt Associates, Inc., “Family and Medical Leave in 2012: Technical Report,” Exhibit 4.4.5 
Nature of illness and duration of most recent leave taken in the past 12 months, prepared for the Department of Labor, revised April 18, 2014, 
https://www.dol.gov/asp/evaluation/fmla/FMLA-2012-Technical-Report.pdf (accessed January 2, 2019).

11. Author’s estimates based on Social Security’s benefit calculation formula and a national average wage of $52,651.

12. Kaiser Family Foundation, “Premiums for Employer-Sponsored Family Health Coverage Rise 5% to Average $19,616; Single Premiums Rise 
3% to $6,896,” October 3, 2018, https://www.kff.org/health-costs/press-release/employer-sponsored-family-coverage-premiums-rise-5-
percent-in-2018/ (accessed December 17, 2018).

13. Adam N. Michel, “Universal Savings Accounts Can Help All Americans Build Savings,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3370, December 
4, 2018, https://www.heritage.org/sites/default/files/2018-12/BG3370_0.pdf

14. Mallika Thomas, “The Impact of Mandated Maternity Benefits on the Gender Differential in Promotions: Examining the Role of Adverse 
Selection,” University of Chicago, unpublished manuscript, January 22, 2015, https://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/ics/16/ (accessed 
December 14, 2018).
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gested by Harry Holzer of the urban Institute, less-
educated and minority women.15 Moreover, gener-
ous national paid leave programs, such as found in 
Europe, have reduced women’s wages and career 
prospects.16

Reduced Spending on Other Government Pro-
grams. americans were least willing to support a fed-
eral paid family leave program if it would require giv-
ing up other highly valued government services. Only 
21 percent of those in the Cato study said they would 
trade a national paid family leave program for lower 
funding for education, Social Security, and Medi-
care. Considering the already unsustainable nature 
of Social Security and Medicare, and crowding out of 
education funding by public pension costs, the nec-
essary cost reductions in these programs must go 
toward keeping the programs solvent, as opposed to 
adding a new entitlement program. Congress already 
tapped into Medicare savings to help cover some of 
the tremendous costs of Obamacare, leaving the pro-

gram with even less room for future savings. Policy-
makers need to address the unsustainable nature of 
existing government commitments before adding 
new ones.

Is a National Program Needed?
It is good to know what workers are and are not 

willing to give up in exchange for a federal paid fam-
ily leave program. Even more important is the ques-
tion of whether a national paid family leave program 
is even necessary. The Cato study, along with recent 
growth in voluntary private paid family leave pro-
grams, as well as state-based ones, across the u.S. 
suggests it is not.

The oft-cited Bureau of Labor statistic that only 
15 percent of workers have access to paid family 
leave is based on an extremely limited definition of 
paid leave and thus does not accurately reflect the 
real percentage.17 after all, 20 percent of the pop-
ulation has access to state-based paid family leave 

TYPE OF LEAVE
Mothers following birth/adoption of child 82%

Fathers following birth/adoption of child 69%

Workers to deal with their own 
serious health condition

85%

Workers to care for family members 
with serious health conditions

69%

WHO SHOULD PAY?
Employers 62%

Workers 18%

State governments 13%

Federal government 11%

TABLE 2

Americans Support Paid Family Leave and 
Want Employers to Provide It

PERCENT OF AMERICANS SUPPORTING

NOTE: 82 percent of Americans support paid maternity leave. This implies that 18 percent believe workers who want to take leave from work should 
pay for it themselves through personal savings or using vacation and paid time o� .
SOURCE: Juliana Menasce Horowitz, Kim Parker, Nikki Graf, and Gretchen Livingston, “Americans Widely Support Paid Family and Medical Leave, 
But Di� er Over Specifi c Polices,” Pew Research Center, March 23, 2017, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/03/23/americans-widely-support-
paid-family-and-medical-leave-but-di� er-over-specifi c-policies/ (accessed March 12, 2018).

heritage.orgBG3376

15. Harry J. Holzer, “Paid Family Leave: Balancing Benefits and Costs,” AEI-Brookings Project on Paid Family Leave, Brookings–AEI Joint Blog Series, 
January 30, 2017, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2017/01/30/paid-family-leave-balancing-benefits-and-costs/ 
(accessed December 21, 2018).

16. Christopher J. Ruhm, “The Economic Consequences of Parental Leave Mandates: Lessons from Europe,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 
113, No. 1 (1998), pp. 285–317.

17. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Employee Benefits Survey,” March 2017, https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2017/ownership/civilian/table32a.
htm (accessed December 17, 2018).
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programs,18 and 34 percent of workers report hav-
ing access to employer-provided paid family leave.19 
Moreover, a recent survey from the Society for 
Human resource Management found that the num-
ber of companies offering paid leave nearly tripled 
over the past four years, from 12 percent in 2014 to 
35 percent in 2018.20

The Cato study finds a very narrow gap between 
those who want or need to take family leave and those 
who receive it: 25 percent of workers said they wanted 
or needed to take leave in the past year, while fully 24 
percent said they took leave. Of those who took leave, 
75 percent reported receiving either full or partial 
pay, while 48 percent reported at least some portion 
of their leave as unpaid.21 The Pew study found that 63 
percent of workers who had taken family or medical 
leave in the past two years received full (47 percent) 
or partial pay (16 percent), while 36 percent received 
no pay.22

While not all americans have access to paid fam-
ily leave—and some workers either cannot take leave 
that they need or want, and others have to take less 
leave than desired or sacrifice needed pay—this gap 
does not necessitate a costly new federal entitlement 
program. a limited federal paid family leave program 
would not provide the amount of leave or the level of 
pay desired by workers, and a generous one would 
include enormous costs and bring about unintended 
consequences, such as hiring discrimination against, 
and lower pay and promotions, for women. a better 
solution is to allow the private sector to continue 
expanding access to paid family leave through vol-
untary employer-provided programs. Evidence shows 
this is what most americans want.

Who Should Pay for Paid Leave?
according to a 2017 Pew study, of the 85 percent of 

americans who said that workers should receive paid 
family leave, 62 percent thought employers should 
pay for it, while 24 percent thought the government—
including the federal government (11 percent) or state 
and local governments (13 percent)—should pay for 
it.23

Employers and individual workers are the most 
logical providers of paid family leave because they are 
the ones who benefit from it. Workers benefit from 
being able to take time off from work when needed, 
and employers benefit from paid leave through high-
er employee retention, improved morale, and from 
the perceived value of paid leave policies as part of 
total compensation.

A Federal Program Would Crowd Out Exist-
ing Paid Leave Programs and Stifle New Ones. 
although the u.S. is among one of the only developed 
countries without a national paid family leave pro-
gram, it has the most extensive system of private 
and state-based paid leave programs. as more work-
ers desire paid leave, more employers are offering it. 
Over the past three years, more than 100 large, name-
brand companies announced new or expanded paid 
family leave programs,24 and the largest 20 employers 
in the u.S. all provide paid family leave.25 Now is not 
the time to stifle this growth or to crowd out existing 
policies with a federal paid leave program.

While some employers may still offer their own 
programs, they would almost certainly do so only 
after tapping the taxpayer-provided program. Caro-
lyn O’Boyle, representing Deloitte, testified at a July 
11, 2018, Senate Finance Subcommittee hearing; she 

18. Employment in California, New York, Rhode Island, and New Jersey totaled 31.622 million in October 2018, out of total U.S. employment of 
149.941 million. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Economic News Release,” Table 3. Employees on nonfarm payrolls by state and select industry 
indicator, seasonally adjusted, October 2018, https://www.bls.gov/news.release/laus.t03.htm (accessed December 17, 2018).

19. Nisha Kurani et al., “Paid Family Leave and Sick Days in the U.S.: Findings from the 2016 Kaiser/HRET Employer Health Benefits Survey,” 
May 31, 2017, http://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/issue-brief/paid-family-leave-and-sick-days-in-the-u-s-findings-from-the-
2016kaiserhret-employer-health-benefits-survey/ (accessed December 15, 2018).

20. Society for Human Resource Management, “2018 Employee Benefits: The Evolution of Benefits,” https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/trends-and-
forecasting/research-and-surveys/Documents/2018%20Employee%20Benefits%20Report.pdf (

21. Elkins, “Poll: 74% of Americans Support Federal Paid Leave Program When Costs Not Mentioned.”

22. Horowitz, Parker, Graf, and Livingston, “Americans Widely Support Paid Family and Medical Leave, But Differ Over Specific Polices.”

23. Ibid.

24. National Partnership for Women & Families, “Leading on Leave,” April 2018, http://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/
workplace/paid-leave/new-and-expanded-employer-paid-family-leave-policies.pdf (accessed December 17, 2018).

25. Claire Cain Miller, “Lowe’s Joins Other Big Employers in Offering Paid Parental Leave,” The New York Times, February 1, 2018, https://www.
nytimes.com/2018/02/01/upshot/lowes-joins-other-big-employers-in-offering-paid-parental-leave.html (accessed December 15, 2018).
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said that Deloitte instructs its workers to first utilize 
the state-provided paid leave benefits, before Deloitte 
then tops those benefits off to total Deloitte’s maxi-
mum benefits. all logically thinking business owners 
and state policymakers would do the same, meaning 
that a new federal program would shift costs currently 
born by employers and states onto federal taxpayers.

Workers are arguably better off with employer-
provided paid family leave programs that better limit 
the costs and consequences of paid leave. Employer-
provided programs can better meet individual work-
ers’ needs on a timely and more effective basis than 
could a one-size-fits-all federal program. a federal 
program would necessarily require all sorts of rules 
and regulations to ensure its integrity. The inept fed-
eral Disability Insurance program provides evidence 
of the inability of a large, bureaucratic national pro-
gram to meet individual workers’ needs on a timely 
basis and in a just manner.26

Alternative Policies to Support  
More Paid Family Leave

Instead of pushing for a federal program, policy-
makers can help encourage greater access to paid 
family leave through alternative policies.

The Working Families Flexibility act would allow 
private employers to offer their employees the choice 
of receiving paid leave at a rate of time-and-a-half 
instead of time-and-a-half pay in exchange for over-
time hours (something already available to public-
sector employees).27

universal Savings accounts would give workers 
the option to use tax-deferred savings for family or 
medical leave. While not all workers have the abil-
ity to save, offering a savings account that workers 
could access anytime (as opposed to only in retire-
ment or for education expenses) would almost cer-
tainly increase overall savings in the u.S.

Finally, lower taxes and fewer regulations would 
free up resources so that more businesses could 
offer paid family leave to their workers. Following 
the Tax Cuts and Jobs act, dozens of major compa-
nies announced that they were using their newly 
freed resources to create or expand paid family leave 
programs.28

While access to paid family leave in the u.S. is 
growing, a significant number of americans still do 
not have access to paid family leave. Most ameri-
cans believe they will want or need to take family or 
medical leave at some point, and they want it to be 
available to all americans. This poll shows, however, 
that americans are not willing to accept the trade-
offs required to provide a federal paid leave program. 
Thus, policymakers should work toward solutions 
that will increase access to paid family leave without 
enacting a new national entitlement.

—Rachel Greszler is Research Fellow in Economics, 
Budget, and Entitlements in the Grover M. Hermann 
Center for the Federal Budget, of the Institute for 
Economic Freedom, at The Heritage Foundation. 

26. Rachel Greszler, “Private Disability Insurance Option Could Help Save SSDI and Improve Individual Well-being,” Heritage Foundation 
Backgrounder No. 3037, July 20, 2015, http://thf_media.s3.amazonaws.com/2015/pdf/BG3037.pdf.

27. 115th Congress, H.R. 1180, May 3, 2017, https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/1180/text (accessed December 17, 2018).

28. Patrice Lee Onwuka, “5 Companies Expanding Parental Leave Thanks to Tax Cuts,” Independent Women’s Forum, February 15, 2018,  
http://www.iwf.org/blog/2805845/5-Companies-Expanding-Parental-Leave-Thanks-to-Tax-Cuts (accessed December 17, 2018).


