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The United States is one of the only countries in the world 
without a national paid leave which leaves about 80% of the 
workforce without paid time off for the birth or adoption of 
a child according to the National Partnership for Women & 
Families. The Family and Medical Leave Act in which 
eligible employees are entitled to 12 weeks of unpaid, 
job-protected leave for specified family and medical reasons 
according to US Department of Labor.. Consequently, there 
are negative impacts on the health and mental health of both 
the mother and the child due to a lack of paid parental leave.
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Maternity leave is connected with better physical health outcomes in infants. According to 
Carlson et al., a recent study divided 48,916 infants into 3 cohorts: those whose mothers 
received 6 weeks, 12 weeks, and 18 weeks of maternity leave. Infants in the 12 week group 
had decreased odds of malnutrition and respiratory conditions, as well as decreased rates of 
acute care and hospital readmissions when compared to the 6 week group.

According to Hayes, another study found that longer maternity leave leads to a 5 percentage 
point increase in Hepatitis B vaccinations, and increases in DTP immunizations. In 
addition, it was found that longer maternity leave leads to higher rates of well-baby 
checkups. These checkups are a helpful way of seeing if an infant is growing and 
developing as they should be. These checkups also allow for immunizations to be given.

 The same study found that longer maternity leave also leads to higher rates of 
breastfeeding. While formula feeding is a method of keeping a baby healthy and fed, 
multiple studies have found that breastfeeding provides benefits that formula cannot. 
Breastfeeding strengthens an infant’s immune system, stimulates positive brain 
development, and decreases risks of infections. The study found that with 12 weeks of 
family leave as compared to 6, breastfeeding rates doubled. Overall, increased maternity 
leave decreases infant hospitalizations by 47%. 

A National Partnership study found that every additional 
week of paid leave for a new mother reduces the likelihood 
of poor mental health by 2%. Paid leave is also associated 
with lower rates of partner violence. Breastfeeding also has 
benefits for mothers, including reducing the risk of breast and 
ovarian cancer. Finally, paid leave decreases a mother’s 
chance of rehospitalization by 51%.

Only 7% of low wage workers have access to paid 
maternity leave, and nearly 25% take 10 or fewer days of 
maternity leave, according to Gupta et al. People of color 
are also much less likely to have access to maternity leave. 
A study found that only 43% of African Americans and 25% 
of Hispanic workers had any access to paid leave. Within 
the LGBT community, EIGE found that only 45% of 
individuals reported their employer offered LGBT inclusive 
leave. Many leave policies do not include the term 
“domestic partner,” so unmarried couples find issues with 
requesting leave. 

A major improvement would be to lengthen leave 
policies and codify paid leave. As discussed previously, 
there are numerous health benefits for both the mother 
and baby that come with a longer maternity 
leave.Another strategy for improvement would be to 
widen family leave definitions in order to include 
low-income and part time workers, who are currently 
excluded from most policies. 

Overall, there are many health benefits for both the 
mother and the infant if there is more time allotted 
for maternity leave. Moving forward, it is important 
to raise awareness and provide support through 
policies and change. 

The figure above compares the length of maternity leave in several countries. The figure 
comes from Buisness.org and provides information surrounding the importance of maternity 
leave. 
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