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Introduction

This paper will present the subject of paid parental leave as a proposed research topic.
Should mandatory paid parental leave be law in the United States? The United States is currently
the only well-developed first-world country that does not offer paid family/parental leave. My
hypothesis is that paid parental leave would be beneficial to American society as a whole.
Certain existing evidence suggests that paid leave policies could be good for businesses; this
evidence suggests that employee retention and job satisfaction is higher when new parents are
offered paid leave. Existing studies also suggest that family health suffers when new mothers
must choose between caring for an infant or returning to work too soon. Mothers are more likely
to suffer from postpartum depression when returning to work after a short amount of time; new
mothers are also less likely to breastfeed when they aren’t presented with the option of paid
leave. As a United States citizen, | care about the mental and physical health and welfare of
existing citizens and future generations. As a woman, | care about the continued advancement of
women in the workplace. Therefore, | believe that this is an important topic that should be
further researched and understood. Further research and understanding of the benefits and
deterrents of paid family leave would help United State lawmakers and potentially help United
States families.

This topic primarily falls under the aspect of organizational communication. Parental
leave and paid time off are important issues not only at the highest level of the United States
federal government, but also at the state and local levels. Beyond government organizations,
parental leave is an extraordinarily important issue throughout businesses of all sizes. Apart from
formal inter-office communication regarding leave policies, employer attitudes regarding leave
within the workplace can have a significant effect on employee choices regarding work/life
balance after having a child. Employees are more likely to feel positive about their work/life
balance when they have a supportive employer that doesn’t look down on the importance of
family life. In addition to organizational communication, the topic of paid parental leave also
falls under the communication aspect of mass media. Mass media shapes popular culture and
gender roles, and in turn, American culture and gender roles help to shape the corporate culture,

policies, and attitudes regarding paid parental leave.
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Literature Review

Maternal & Infant Health

One of the most common debates regarding parental leave is the issue of breastfeeding.
Statistically, American mothers have low rates of breastfeeding when compared to mothers in
other countries. An investigation published by the American Academy of Pediatrics found a
correlation between increased parental leave and the likelihood that a mother would try to
breastfeed (Ogbuanu et. al., 2011). This study suggests that mothers with paid leave options are
much more likely to take on the often daunting task of breastfeeding when they know that they
can do it in the comfort of their own home; those who return to work shortly after giving birth
are more likely to encounter challenges (break times and facilities needed for pumping, among
other challenges — see figure 1) that deter them from even trying (Ogbuanu, et. al., 2011).

Paid parental leave also plays a role in the mental health of the new mother. A recent
study published in Duke University’s Journal of Health Politics, Policy and Law found that “In
the first postpartum year, an increase in leave duration is associated with a decrease in depressive
symptoms until six months postpartum” (Dagher, et. al., 2013, p. 369). The article goes on to say
that paid parental time off is a coping mechanism to ease a mother into her “new normal” of
balancing multiple roles while still physically recovering from childbirth (Dagher, et. al., 2013,
p. 370). Carrie Visintainer, author of a recent Washington Post article about paid leave, wrote
about her struggles returning to the workforce seven weeks postpartum: “My sense of well-being
plummeted. My midwife and | had serious talks about postpartum depression. | started taking
medication” (Visintainer, 2015). Eventually she and her husband felt that the financial burden of
daycare coupled with the guilt of leaving her child wasn’t worth it—she quit her job to stay
home and write (Visintainer, 2015). Many new mothers feel very conflicted when facing the
choice of returning to work or bonding with their child—it is often a situation with no favorable
outcome, and many mothers feel judged regardless of what path they choose (Lucas, 2013, p.
25).

While the evidence regarding breastfeeding and postpartum depression seems to favor
paid parental leave, not every study has been as convincing. An article published in Applied

Psychology: An International Review explored the link between work/family conflict and limited



Smith — Should mandatory paid parental leave be law in the United States?

parental leave by looking at stress levels in countries that have paid leave and comparing those

levels to the United States (Allen, et. al., 2013).
Allen, et. Al, (2013) states: While paid leave policies are frequently discussed as critical
to reducing work—family conflict, there is a small but growing body of research that
offers contradicting evidence. A recent qualitative study revealed that women in the UK
and the Netherlands reported that national policy had not impacted their lives in any
tangible way. In addition, the notion that individuals within the US experience the
greatest amount of work—family conflict across the globe can be challenged. In a study
investigating work—family pressures across 18 countries means ranged from 24.8 to 35.6.

Participants from the US reported the fourth lowest mean (26.8). (p. 8)

American Culture’s Influence

As stated in my introduction, the influence of American culture on business has
significance when it comes to the lack of paid parental leave policies in the United States. A
recent article by National Public Radio states that “the American love of individualism and
bootstrap-pulling all have combined to help keep the U.S. alone in not giving its workers paid
leave” (Kurtzleben, 2015). In addition to the American tendency to put hard work and business
above all else, gender roles also play a part in parental leave, whether that be for better or worse.
In her paper exploring employment opportunities of women in the United States,” Winnie You
writes that gender stereotypes in culture have a significant impact on the workplace (You, 2015).
Some employers are less likely to hire female workers of child-bearing age because of the
Family Medical Leave Act of 1993, even though this is unpaid leave. Employers must still make
up for the missed time even they aren’t paying for a new mother’s salary. If employers see
unpaid FMLA time as a burden, they most certainly would see mandated paid leave as even
more troublesome. You makes a point that employer attitudes toward both unpaid and paid
family leave policies in America can have negative implications for women’s careers (You,
2015).
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The Business Perspective

American culture shapes the organizational and corporate culture of the United States
workplaces. Perhaps this is why businesses place such strong emphasis on the bottom-line rather
than on families. Businesses say that any mandate on paid leave would create overwhelming
challenges because “one size fits all” government policies will not work for the wide array of
unique jobs in the United States (Kurtzleben, 2015). However, there is much evidence that paid
leave policies could improve retention and decrease the recruiting costs of replacing talented and
skilled new moms that leave the work force. And although non-paid FMLA leave might seem to
be better than nothing at all, a recent Huffington Post article states that “given that women are the
breadwinners in 19 million American families, going without pay for weeks sends many families
into financial turmoil” (Long, 2015). Although business owners and corporations are reluctant to
implement paid leave policies, there have been many recent examples of such policies working
out in favor of the employers. The New York Times reports that when Google started to offer five
months of fully paid leave, retention with new mothers increased by 50% (Miller, 2013).
Facebook has also implemented generous paid leave policies, with Mark Zuckerberg, founder
and CEO, declaring that he would take two full months of paid parental leave after the birth of
his daughter (Angyal, 2015). These progressive leave policies by influential tech companies
could spark a change in attitudes about paid parental leave throughout America, but only time
will tell (see figure 2).
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Methodology

| plan to use two primary methods to conduct my research. The first method will be
historical analysis, specifically movement and idea studies and institutional studies. The
movement and idea studies will consist of reviewing the historical timeline of working parents in
America, giving specific attention to the major developments in American culture that led to
more females in the workplace (World War 11, second wave feminism, and more recently the
recession and the increased cost of living). | believe that it would also be beneficial to look at
this timeline and see how it correlates with any rise in diseases and developmental problems in
children and young adults. I suspect that the rise in childhood obesity, autism, etc. can be
attributed in part to the increased cultural importance on working long hours and the decreased
cultural significance of “traditional family values.” For my primary sources I will use newspaper
articles and data from agencies. My secondary sources will be editorials, commentaries, and
mass media. Institutional studies will focus on analyzing recent data from United States
companies that have implemented voluntary paid parental leave policies (such as Google and
Facebook). I will look at this data objectively to see what the benefits and downfalls have been
for each company.

The second method that I will use is the research interview. I will conduct an anonymous
online survey with a representative sample of young parents aged 25 — 40 to find out what their
experiences have been with parental leave. It will be done as an anonymous interview because |
believe that participants will be more truthful when their identity is protected. The survey will
ask about the participant’s thoughts, feelings, and choices regarding parental leave. The survey
will also ask about any experiences and choices regarding breastfeeding and postpartum
depression (to further build on existing research). This survey will be shared on social media
sites like Facebook and LinkedIn and also on “new mom” sites such as Babycenter.com and
WhattoExpect.com.

I will also conduct a second survey targeted toward working professionals and managers
(regardless of whether or not they have children). This second survey will be designed to gauge
feelings and attitudes regarding paid parental leave at the corporate level. How do professionals
without children view their colleagues with children? Is there an unwritten rule in the workplace

that men shouldn’t take time off after their wife has a child? I will ask these and other questions
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to gather information about the impact of attitudes and corporate culture on America’s paid
parental leave problem. Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Facebook, states in her 2013 book Lean In that
attitudes surrounding gender roles in parenting need to be changed in order for women to
succeed in business—women “having it all” is a myth and not at all possible without equal
partnership from men (Sandberg, 2013). Much more research is needed to understand and
change the status quo regarding parental roles, gender stereotypes in the workplace, and paid
leave policies. | believe that in-depth research into attitudes within corporate environments will
help to bring about these changes.

| suspect that this research will take a year to conduct on a part-time basis. | will need full
access to library research databases and appropriate technology such as a computer, printer,
internet access, scanner, and office supplies. | will also need reasonable compensation for my
time while I conduct the research and analysis and document the findings. A research assistant or
intern would be helpful, but not entirely necessary. Because this issue is very important to

American families, it may be possible to find volunteers to help with the research.
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Conclusion

Existing research is divided on whether or not parental leave should be law in the United
States. There is evidence that shows potential health benefits for mothers and children if paid
leave becomes mandatory, but there are also concerns that businesses in the United States might
suffer if such polices became law. There have also been studies that suggest the benefits of paid
parental leave are not significant. And although there are concerns over how business owners
would cope with paid leave, there are many recent examples of companies finding success with
paid leave policies. | believe that building on existing research would help to further understand
the attitudes and road blocks surrounding paid parental leave in the United States. Once the
cultural attitudes surrounding the topic are addressed, it will be easier to look at any benefits or
drawbacks to implementing paid leave.

My research approach will consist of historical analysis and research interviews. Through
these two methods | plan to learn more about the historical context of attitudes in United States
culture that have shaped the current American workplace. Research interviews with new parents
will give me quantifiable data on whether access to paid time off affects breastfeeding behaviors
or postpartum depression tendencies.

Paid parental leave arguably affects every person in the world in some way, even if an
individual does not have children. It is likely that even individuals without children have loved
ones with children, or work in an environment with a parent. The United States is last when it
comes to paid parental leave (see figure 3). Women are realistically the most affected
demographic, and it is shocking that the amount of women leaving the workforce is slowly rising
for the first time in years. It is worth researching to find out if the American drive to “pull
ourselves up by our boot straps,” our commitment to hard work, and lingering gender stereotypes

are hurting our society. The health and welfare of future generations might depend on it.
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Appendix
Figure 1
WORK.
PUMP.
REPEAT.

This photo shows the potential awkwardness and difficulty of returning to a workplace without a
designated “mother’s room” for pumping breast milk. If there is no other option, many women

find themselves confined to a restroom stall to pump.

Source: https://xothebump.files.wordpress.com/2015/09/pumping-in-bathroom-stall.jpg?w=652&h=440

Figure 2

Mark Zuckerberg, founder and CEO of Facebook, pictured with his wife Priscilla Chan.
Zuckerberg announced that he is taking two months of parental leave, a groundbreaking
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statement from a man in his position of authority. Traditionally, men don’t take parental leave in
the United States, and if they do, it is minimal. Could this mean that attitudes are changing?
Zuckerberg also offers four full months of paid leave to all of his employees regardless of gender

or location.
Source: http://i.telegraph.co.uk/multimedia/archive/03463/zuckerberg-and-che 3463094b.jpg

Figure 3

Weeks Of Paid Leave For New Mothers

Among advanced economies, the U.S. stands alone in not mandating paid maternity leave at the federal level for new mothers
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This chart shows countries according to how many weeks of mandated maternity leave are
minimally required by law. The United States is the only country that does not have any type of

federally mandated paid leave for new mothers.
Source: http://www.npr.org/sections/itsallpolitics/2015/07/15/422957640/lots-of-other-countries-mandate-paid-

leave-why-not-the-us
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