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Abstract 

For the research topic for this paper, I will be reviewing laws and policies regarding 

feminism and family policy in the United States workforce. The framework I will use to guide 

this review is specific to feminism or feminist theory (Allen, 2016). Specifically, feminist theory 

has pushed forward the need to study families from multiple vantage points, incorporating 

intersectional and international perspectives on how race, class, sexual orientation, nation, and 

other structures of social hierarchy differentially classify and challenge gendered experiences in 

families (Allen, 2016). 

For my honors thesis, I will be conducting about a 20-30 page literary review, viewed 

from the lens of feminism, to understand women in the labor force in the United States. I will 

compare the gender gap in the workplace amongst various regions in the United States. A few of 

the subtopics that I will discuss in terms of women and the workforce throughout this paper will 

begin with women’s right to work and how this began in the United States, and continue with 

earnings and equal pay, discrimination of women becoming mothers in the workforce, and 

unemployment rates among women. Lastly, I will review which federal laws, or the lack there 

of, that the United States has in place for gender inequality and discrimination in the workplace.  
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Summary of Topics to be Elaborated Upon in This Review 

1. Glass Ceiling Index: The Economist published its 5th annual “Glass Ceiling Index” in order 

to provide a benchmark for progress on gender equality in the labor market. The index combines 

data on higher education, work force participation, pay, childcare costs, and maternity and 

paternity rights (The Data Team, 2017). The research from The Economist goes into a single 

measure of where women have the best and worst chances of equal treatment in the workplace. 

Out of the twenty-nine countries included and outlined in the “Glass Ceiling Index,” the United 

States ranks 20th of the worst countries to be a working woman (The Data Team, 2017). 

2. Equal Pay Act of 1963: In 1963, John F. Kennedy signed into law the Equal Pay Act of 1963 

as an amendment of the Fair Labor Standards Act, aimed at abolishing wage disparity based on 

sex (Wikipedia, 2019). Specifically, the Equal Pay Act of 1963 provides that employers may not 

pay unequal wages to men and women who perform jobs that require substantially equal skill, 

effort and responsibility, and that are performed under similar working conditions within the 

same establishment (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2010). Even with the 

Equal Pay Act of 1963, there is still a wage gap between men and women (Houghton, 1999). 

Research has shown that this may be due to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission’s 

(EEOC) failure to prosecute sex-based pay discrimination claims, therefore, the responsibility of 

pursuing equality of pay falls on the individual woman to vindicate her rights through the court 

system (Houghton, 1999). 

3. Motherhood Penalty: On average, women with children earn lower wages than childless 

women – this well-established finding is referred to as the “motherhood penalty” (Gough & 

Noonan, 2013). The wage penalty is typically estimated to be between 5-10% per child (Gough 

& Noonan, 2013). The “supply-side” explanation for the motherhood wage penalty is the Effort 
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Hypothesis. This suggests that since mothers have more responsibility for housework and 

childcare than other workers – meaning childless women and men – they are theorized to spend 

more of their effort at home and thus have less for work (Gough & Noonan, 2013). A “demand-

side” explanation for the motherhood penalty is a variety of employer discrimination in relation 

to motherhood and employment.  

4. Unemployment Rates: Preliminary data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics show that in 

2014, 6.1 percent of women aged 16 and older in the nation’s civilian, non-institutionalized 

population were unemployed (Status of Women in the States, 2019). These unemployment rates 

were the lowest for women since 2008, when 5.4 percent of women were unemployed (Status of 

Women in the States, 2019). Single mothers and young childless women also have higher levels 

of unemployment (Status of Women in the States, 2019). In 2013, single mothers with children 

under 18 years of age were more than twice as likely to be unemployed as married mothers with 

a spouse present (Status of Women in the States, 2019). 

5. Paid Parental Leave State Programs: Although the United States offers no national parental 

leave policy, three states have developed programs: California, New Jersey, and Washington 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). California’s Paid Family Leave (PFL) Program offers partial 

wage replacement for all covered workers who go on leave to bond with a new biological, 

adopted, or foster child (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). The PFL Program in California 

provides benefits to fathers, as well as mothers, during the first year after a child is born or the 

first year when the child is placed with the family (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). For both 

bonding and care leaves, covered workers may receive up to six weeks of partial pay during any 

twelve-month period. Additionally, the chosen six weeks of leave can be continuous or 

intermittent (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). 
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6. Benefits of Paid Parental Leave State Programs: Evidence suggests that paid family leave 

programs can (1) encourage positive change toward gender equality in the home and the 

workplace, (2) support economic growth, (3) reduce reliance on public assistance, (4) help 

children get a strong start in life, and (5) allows workers to avoid having to chose between caring 

for their families and keeping their jobs (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic 

Committee, 2015). Providing workers with paid family leave ensures that they are able to take 

extended leave with pay to care for a new child, and warrants that they are able to return to their 

job afterward (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2015).  
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Feminism and Family Policy in the United States Workforce  

The primary of the questions that I will review in this paper are the following: 

Q1: Which states or regions ensure the most equality between men and women, and what about 

their society and politicians has enabled companies and industries to close the gap? At this time, 

I am hypothesizing that the more southern states, such as Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, etc. 

will have the largest gender gaps and have the least federal laws in place that make sexism illegal 

in the workplace.  

Q2: How can American society make necessary changes to the current family policies of today, 

in order to make more constructive and beneficial policies in the future?  

Q3: As a result of these findings, I would like to find potential laws, movements, organizations, 

etc. that will aid in diminishing the gap between men and women in the workplace in the United 

States moving forward.  

From this review, I will contribute to the field is more recent research, informed by 

feminism, on family policy in the United States, as well as a more in depth overview of how 

feminism and family policy have changed from the past to the present. A majority of the time 

when feminism and family policy are discussed in the context of Family Studies, often what is 

mentioned is the United States in comparison to other countries – mostly European – and what 

policies are in place in other countries that are not in the US (FSHD 487, 447, 257). As a result, I 

will be reviewing similarities and differences of feminism and family policy in the workplace as 

it varies from state to state in the United States, and hopefully find either already existing 

policies in place that support feminism and family policy in the workplace, or be able to make 

suggestions to state legislatures about what policies may be able to be put in place for some 

states.  
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Background 

Defining Key Terms. As for a frame of reference for this work, the following terms and 

key words have been outlined with their appropriate definitions, as they will be used in this 

article. According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

maternity leave is defined as employment protected leave of absence for employed women at 

around the time of childbirth, and/or adoption in some countries (Organization for Economic Co-

Operation and Development, 2017). Paternity leave is defined as employment protected leave of 

absence for employed fathers at, or in the first few months after childbirth. Periods of paternity 

leave are typically much shorter than for maternity leave (Organization for Economic Co-

Operation and Development, 2017). Parental leave is employment protected leave of absence for 

employed parents, which is often supplementary to specific maternity and paternity leave 

periods, and frequently, but not in all countries, follows the period of maternity leave. 

Entitlement to the paternal leave period is often individual, while entitlement to public income 

support is frequently family-based, so that in general only one parent claims such income support 

at any one time (except for a short period after childbirth) (Organization for Economic Co-

Operation and Development, 2017). 

The Family Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA) is defined as providing up to twelve 

(12) weeks of unpaid leave for specified reasons, including the birth or assumption of care for a 

new child (Han et. al., 2009). The law applies only to workers meeting qualifying conditions, 

which include having worked for at least twelve (12) months for an employer with fifty (50) or 

more employees (Han et. al., 2009). The leave under FMLA is unpaid, but employers providing 

health insurance to their employees must continue providing insurance during FMLA leave 

(Han, et. al., 2009).  
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 History of Feminism in the US. Throughout the history of the United States – dating 

back to the early 19th century – mothers were likely full-time homemakers, particularly in the 

middle class (Craig & Mullan, 2010). A few years following in the 1950s, some women felt 

tremendous societal pressure to focus their aspirations on a wedding ring, as marriage was at an 

all-time high in the United States (WGBH Educational Foundation, 2018). Although some 

women may have had other aspirations, what was dominantly promoted in the culture and media 

was that a husband was far more important for a young woman than obtaining a college degree 

or employment (WGBH Educational Foundation, 2018). Despite employment rates rising for 

women during this time, the media tended to focus heavily on a women’s role at the home 

instead of the office (WGBH Educational Foundation, 2018). If a woman wasn’t engaged or 

married by her early twenties, she was considered an “old maid” (WGBH Educational 

Foundation, 2018). Not only did most women get married fairly young – around late teens to 

early 20s – but they also tended to have one or more children immediately following their 

wedding (WGBH Educational Foundation, 2018). From 1940 to 1960, the number of women 

with three children doubled, and the number of women having a fourth child quadrupled 

(WGBH Educational Foundation, 2018).  

Gender has historically been the most significant predictor of how people allocate time to 

paid and unpaid work (Craig & Mullan, 2010). The gendered division of work becomes more 

pronounced after children are born (Craig & Mullan, 2010). During this time, the era of the 

“happy homemaker” developed (WGBH Educational Foundation, 2018). For young mothers of 

this time, domesticity was idealized in the media; therefore, women who chose to work when 

they didn’t need the paycheck were considered selfish by putting themselves before the needs of 

the family (WGBH Educational Foundation, 2018).  
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In the U.S., we found similarly large gender gaps in paid work, domestic work, and child 

care in households with children and when individual factors were controlled, there was still a 

significant added country effect for women compared to men on child-care time (Craig & 

Mullan, 2010). Gender is not only internalized at the individual level, but it also carries with it 

the cultural and interactional expectations that are attached to women and men because of their 

gender category (Sullivan et. al., 2018). Not only are men and women coerced into different 

social roles, they often choose their gendered paths of work (Sullivan et. al., 2018).  

A new cultural frame of egalitarianism arose during the 1990s, combining support for stay at 

home mothering with rhetoric of choice and equality, thus providing support for a return to 

traditional normative gender roles (Sullivan et. al., 2018). This new cultural frame effectively 

created a ceiling effect beyond which the trend toward greater gender equality in the division of 

labor would be unable to continue (Sullivan et. al., 2018).  

Where the U.S. is Now 

 The Feminist Truth. Breaking news – the United Nations designates March 8th as 

International Women’s day – a day to celebrate and advocate for women’s rights (The Data 

Team, 2017). On March 8th, 2017, The Economist published its 5th annual “Glass Ceiling Index” 

in order to provide a benchmark for progress on gender equality in the labor market. The index 

combines data on higher education, work force participation, pay, childcare costs, and maternity 

and paternity rights (The Data Team, 2017). The research from The Economist goes into a single 

measure of where women have the best and worst chances of equal treatment in the workplace. 

Out of the twenty-nine countries included and outlined in the “Glass Ceiling Index,” the United 

States ranks 20th of the worst countries to be a working woman (The Data Team, 2017). The 

Figure below shows the best and worst countries to be a working woman.  
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The Data Team. (2017). The best and worst places to be a working woman. The Economist.  

The educational and employment opportunities for girls in most societies over the later 

part of the twentieth century were significantly greater than those that were available to their 

mothers, although their brothers’ options were – in most cases – not so different from those of 

their fathers (Sullivan et. al., 2018). Echoing the findings of previous research, over the past fifty 

(50) years, women have substantially reduced their housework time, whereas men have increased 

theirs to some extent (Sullivan et. al., 2018).  

The Gender Pay Gap. Women contribute significantly to the U.S. economy, and their 

contributions have increased significantly over the last half-century (The Democratic Staff of the 

Joint Economic Committee, 2016). In the 1960s, only 44% of prime working-age women were in 

the labor force, whereas today there are about 75% of prime working-age women in the labor 

force (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2016). Despite these great 

changes, women’s earnings typically still lag drastically behind men’s (The Democratic Staff of 

the Joint Economic Committee, 2016). In 2014, men’s median annual earnings were roughly 

$50,400 while women’s median annual earnings was $39,600 – a difference of almost $11,000 
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(The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2016). The ratio of women’s to men’s 

median earnings is known as the “gender earnings ratio,” and the difference in earnings between 

men and women is known as the “gender pay gap” (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic 

Committee, 2016). Much of the progress in recent decades in closing the gender pay gap has 

been due to the decline in men’s earnings, and not an increase in women’s earnings (The 

Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2016). The Figure below is exhibited in a 

report from the Joint Economic Committee of the United States Congress and shows the gender 

wage gap from 1960 to 2014. 

 

A recent report in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

revealed that the median incomes of full-time female employees were only 82.4% of male 

employees across all industrialized countries (Choi, 2018). The Obama administration 
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demonstrated strong support for gender equity in earnings by enacting the Lilly Ledbetter Fair 

Pay Act, which prohibits pay discrimination against women and other minority workers (Choi, 

2018). Research has noted that job segregation might occur vertically or horizontally (Choi, 

2018). Vertical job segregation suggests that, for various reasons, fewer women make it to top 

positions in organizations (Choi, 2018). Horizontal segregation implies that women tend to work 

in different, lesser paying occupations because there are “obstacles that deter women’s access in 

certain types of jobs or departments, and the concentration of women in certain types of jobs or 

departments” (Choi, 2018). Although women dominate clerical positions, there are still far fewer 

in the senior executive positions (Choi, 2018). As a result, occupational segregation is a critical 

factor in producing gender wage disparities in public organizations (Choi, 2018). 

Prior to beginning my research, I had hypothesized that the more southern states such as 

Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, etc. would have the largest gender pay gaps and have the least 

federal laws in place that make sexism illegal in the workplace. On the American Association of 

University Women (AAUW) website, there is an interactive map that displays the gender pay 

gap by state, and includes national rankings for how narrow the gender pay gap is in each state 

(AAUW, 2019). Lastly, the map provides information on each state’s equal pay laws, and how 

effective they are based on a scale of “None, Weak, Moderate, or Strong” (AAUW, 2019). The 

number one nationally ranked state is California, with a gender pay ratio of 89%, and “Strong” 

equal pay laws (AAUW, 2019). Comparatively, Louisiana is nationally ranked 50th, with a 

gender pay ratio of 69%, and “Weak” equal pay laws (AAUW, 2019). Similarly, Mississippi is 

ranked 45th, with a gender pay ratio of 77%, and Alabama is ranked 48th, with a gender pay gap 

of 73% (AAUW, 2019). Both Mississippi and Alabama have been identified as “None” when it 

comes to equal pay laws in the state (AAUW, 2019). As a result, my hypothesis is correct in 
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looking at the research that was done by the American Association of University Women 

(AAUW, 2019). In briefly taking a look at Arizona on the interactive map, it nationally ranks 8th, 

with a gender pay ratio of 85% (AAUW, 2019). However, the equal pay laws are listed on the 

scale as “weak” (AAUW, 2019). 

The Equal Pay Act of 1963. In 1963, John F. Kennedy signed into law the Equal Pay Act 

of 1963 as an amendment of the Fair Labor Standards Act, aimed at abolishing wage disparity 

based on sex (Wikipedia, 2019). The Equal Pay Act requires that men and women be given equal 

pay for equal work in the same establishment (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission, 2010). The jobs need not be identical, but they must be substantially equal (U.S. 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2010). It is job content – not job titles – that 

determines whether jobs are substantially equal (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission, 2010). Specifically, the Equal Pay Act of 1963 provides that employers may not 

pay unequal wages to men and women who perform jobs that require substantially equal skill, 

effort and responsibility, and that are performed under similar working conditions within the 

same establishment (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2010). Pay differentials 

are only permitted when they are based on seniority, merit, quality or quality of production, or a 

factor other than sex (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2010). Additionally, 

pay differentials are the responsibility of the employer to prove that they apply (U.S. Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission, 2010).  

Even with the Equal Pay Act of 1963, there is still a wage gap between men and women 

(Houghton, 1999). Research has shown that this may be due to the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission’s (EEOC) failure to prosecute sex-based pay discrimination claims, 

therefore, the responsibility of pursuing equality of pay falls on the individual woman to 
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vindicate her rights through the court system (Houghton, 1999). The EEOC’s method of 

handling complaints increasingly results in the issuance of “right to sue” letters rather than 

prosecuting employer violations through its own administrative processes (Houghton, 1999). The 

federal government is leaving the job of enforcing equal pay for equal work to those diligent and 

brave souls who are willing to take on their employers in the courtroom (Houghton, 1999).  

The Motherhood Penalty within Companies and Industries. On average, women with 

children earn lower wages than childless women – this well-established finding is referred to as 

the “motherhood penalty” (Gough & Noonan, 2013). The wage penalty is typically estimated to 

be between 5-10% per child (Gough & Noonan, 2013). Most motherhood penalty studies test the 

Human Capital explanation by controlling for measures of education, work experience, tenure, 

time out of the labor market, and current work status (part-time versus full-time) (Gough & 

Noonan, 2013). The Human Capital theory suggests that mothers’ wages are lower than childless 

women’s wages because mothers invest less in the market (Gough & Noonan, 2013). A factor in 

this is due to mothers spending more time out of the labor force to raise children, resulting in 

overall lower levels of work experience. Additionally, mothers are more likely to work part-time 

than non-mothers, and part-time work generally pays less on an hourly basis compared to full-

time work (Gough & Noonan, 2013). 

The “supply-side” explanation for the motherhood wage penalty is the Effort Hypothesis. 

This suggests that since mothers have more responsibility for housework and childcare than 

other workers – meaning childless women and men – they are theorized to spend more of their 

effort at home and thus have less for work (Gough & Noonan, 2013). Mother’s minimal energy 

and effort levels will carry over into lower productivity at work, which then leads to lower 

wages. Additionally, mothers accept lower wages in return for more flexible and accommodating 
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jobs (Gough & Noonan, 2013). Mothers are theorized to choose – or to be channeled into – jobs 

that demand less effort, have flexible hours, a location near or at home, and limited out-of-town 

travel (Gough & Noonan, 2013). These types of jobs are more so sought after by mothers in 

order to more effectively integrate childcare and housework responsibilities with paid work 

(Gough & Noonan, 2013).  

However, mothers who have their first child at an older age will have higher wages if and 

when they take a childcare-related work interruption, compared to mothers who have their first 

child at a younger age (Gough & Noonan, 2013). Empirical evidence suggests that postponing 

the fist birth reduces the magnitude of the motherhood penalty. Women who have their first birth 

after age 28 experience no wage penalty, while mothers younger than 28 face penalties between 

2.5% and 4% per child. The lack of penalty for older first-time mothers shows that women who 

have their first child after age 30 earn about the same as their childless counterparts. In addition, 

these women earn 7% more than mothers who have their first birth before age 30 (Gough & 

Noonan, 2013). 

 A “demand-side” explanation for the motherhood penalty is a variety of employer 

discrimination in relation to motherhood and employment. Gough and Noonan (2013) suggest 

that there are two distinct types of employer discrimination that were found: (1) statistical, and 

(2) taste. Statistical discrimination by employers occurs when employers perceive childless 

women, on average, to be more productive than mothers, and thus treat all childless women and 

all mothers differently as a result of this finding (Gough & Noonan, 2013). Taste discrimination 

refers to the notion that employers favor childless women over mothers – not because they 

perceive mothers to be less productive, but because they simply prefer working with childless 

women (Gough & Noonan, 2013). Both taste and statistical discrimination result in similar 
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outcomes according to Gough & Noonan (2013): women who differ only with respect to their 

parental status, will be treated differently by employers.  

 Many studies like the one conducted by Gough and Noonan (2013) research employer 

discrimination and found that women with children are judged to be less competent than 

childless women. In this study, employers show that they were less likely to hire, and offered 

lower starting salaries to mothers versus non-mothers. In the Journal of Marriage and Family, 

being a female parent was associated with 1.8 hours a day less time in paid work than being a 

male parent (Craig & Mullan, 2010). These findings also suggested that mothers were 

significantly less likely to receive a call back for an interview for a job they applied for, 

compared to equally qualified childless women (Gough & Noonan, 2013).  

Evidence from around the world suggests that paid family leave programs can encourage 

positive change within the motherhood penalty. The availability of paid leave not only helps to 

mitigate the negative impact of child rearing and other family activities on women’s earnings, 

but also can increase men’s participation in caregiving and thus contribute to gender equality 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). One example of this is in the following research, stating that 

professional and managerial mothers who use flexible work arrangements experience lower 

wage growth (Gough & Noonan, 2013). As a result, research suggests that there is a negative 

relationship between work-family policy use and wage growth, and how this conclusion is not 

due to compensating differentials in the workforce. Instead, employers may perceive mothers 

who use flexible arrangements as less committed and dedicated employees (Gough & Noonan, 

2013). In turn, this research suggests that employers give them smaller raises and fewer 

promotions than mothers who do not use these arrangements (Gough & Noonan, 2013).  
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It is no longer gender per se but gendered divisions of care-giving labor that are the 

primary reason of continued male-female disparities in wages and occupational attainment, 

especially in regards to mother’s withdrawals and reductions in employment (Craig & Mullan, 

2010). Since the majority of women in the U.S. become mothers, and most mothers are 

employed, any price associated with motherhood will affect most women and influence overall 

gender inequality in pay (Gough & Noonan, 2013). In fact, because of current research 

supporting these gaps, many scholars of gender inequality still believe that motherhood is the 

crucial factor behind the remaining gender wage gap (Gough & Noonan, 2013). 

Family Systems and Policies. A growing body of research has found that even though 

families have gotten smaller, time devoted to caring for children and housework has increased in 

recent years for both mothers and fathers (Craig & Mullan, 2010). Not only this, but women’s 

housework has not declined since the 1920s, despite widespread entry of women into the paid 

labor work force over the 20th century (Sullivan et. al., 2018). Women still take out more time for 

child rearing, however, women still make less than men in all but two (2) of the full time 

occupations for which the U.S. publishes data (Rapp, 2015). The two jobs are stock clerks/order 

filers, and health practitioners/support technologists/technicians (Rapp, 2015). The figure below 

demonstrates the mean hours of total household work, comprising paid work, domestic labor, 

and childcare in households with and without children by country on a weekday (Craig & 

Mullan, 2010). Focus here primarily on the difference in the U.S. listed in the “No Child” 

section, and the “Child 0-4” section.   
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Craig, L., & Mullan, K. (2010). Parenthood, gender and work-family time in the United States,  
Australia, Italy, France, and Denmark. Journal of Marriage and Family, 72(5), 1344-
1361. 

 
The combination of post-childbirth biology, essentialist gender ideologies (the way in 

which an individual’s gender organizes and unifies their social agency; Witt, 2011), masculinist 

workplace attitudes (denoting attitudes or values held to be typical of men; Oxford Dictionaries, 

2019), and policy measures are designed to enable women rather than men to combine 

employment with caring means that it is still, generally, the woman in a couple who takes time 

out of the workforce or goes part-time following the birth of child (Sullivan et. al., 2018). This in 

turn affects the gender wage gap, the disadvantage women experience in respect of their 

opportunities for career advancement, earnings, and ultimately pensions (Sullivan et. al., 2018). 

If women stay at home to care for the children while their male partners work longer hours at 

their jobs, the earnings – capability gap widens (Sullivan et. al., 2018). 
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There has been increasing evidence both of women spending less time in housework due 

to a complimentary increase in men’s contributions (Sullivan et. al., 2018). Although men have 

increased their domestic participation over recent years, men’s participation has not been 

increasing at the same rate as women taking up market work (Sullivan et. al., 2018). Much of 

literature on the persistence of unequal gender division of care and other unpaid work focuses on 

three possible causes: limited male time availability, unequal relative resources, and conforming 

to traditional ideology roles (Craig & Mullan, 2010). Empirical research has found that men 

spend more engaged time with children on the weekends than during the workweek, and that 

housework is shared more equally in couples who have progressive gender attitudes (Craig & 

Mullan, 2010).  

Unemployment Rates: Childless Women and Women with Children. Preliminary data 

from the Bureau of Labor Statistics show that in 2014, 6.1 percent of women aged 16 and older 

in the nation’s civilian, non-institutionalized population were unemployed (Status of Women in 

the States, 2019). Said in another way, 93.9 percent of these women aged 16 and older were 

employed. These unemployment rates were the lowest for women since 2008, when 5.4 percent 

of women were unemployed (Status of Women in the States, 2019). Single mothers and young 

childless women also have higher levels of unemployment (Status of Women in the States, 

2019). In 2013, single mothers with children under 18 years of age were more than twice as 

likely to be unemployed as married mothers with a spouse present (Status of Women in the 

States, 2019). According to the preliminary data for 2014, the nation’s youngest female workers 

(aged 16-19) had an unemployment rate of 17.7 percent; those aged 20-24 advanced better, but 

still had a relatively high unemployment rate of 10.1 percent (Status of Women in the States, 

2019). Many young childless women face the dual disadvantage of having limited or no prior 
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work experience and a lack of higher educational credentials (Status of Women in the States, 

2019).  

Unemployment rates are particularly high for unmarried mothers with younger children – 

a population that relies more heavily on work supports such as childcare, the absence of which 

likely affects their ability to find and maintain a job (Madowitz et. al., 2018). Further, structural 

inequities contributing to unemployment are furthered by instances of employment 

discrimination in the workforce, affecting both job opportunity and career advancement 

(Madowitz et. al., 2018). Overall, mothers with children ages 6 through 17 tend to have lower 

unemployment rates than mothers with children ages 5 and under (Madowitz et. al., 2018). The 

chart below from the Bureau of Labor Statistics provides a visual of the average unemployment 

rates of mothers by age of youngest child in 2013.  

 

Unemployment Rates: How It Affects Children. For families, unemployment can mean 

more than just the loss of a job and resources (Lindner & Peters, 2014). As parents struggle to 
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make ends meet, instability can strain parents’ and children’s relationships and harm their overall 

well being (Lindner & Peters, 2014). Economic and psychological stress can lead to changes in 

housing or family structure that may have long-lasting adverse effects on children’s development 

(Lindner & Peters, 2014).  

Research has provided a few major findings: (1) approximately one-third of children 

experienced parental unemployment at some point (Lindner & Peters, 2014). (2) Across the 

board, stability is lower for children with unemployed parents (Lindner & Peters, 2014). The 

likelihood of a significant destabilizing change decreases as parents get older, regardless of 

family type (Lindner & Peters, 2014). (3) Unemployed parents are less likely to be married 

(Lindner & Peters, 2014). Stability across all family types is lower however, in families with 

parents who have experienced unemployment (Lindner & Peters, 2014). (4) Households with 

unemployed parents have lower earnings before unemployment than those who remain employed 

(Lindner & Peters, 2014).   

Parental Leave in the U.S. 

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

the United States is the only country within the OECD to offer no legal entitlement to paid 

maternity or paternity leave on a national basis (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development, 2017). However, the remaining 28 countries listed within the OECD – on average 

– women are entitled to just less than 18 weeks of paid maternity leave around the time of 

childbirth (Organization for the Economic Co-operation and Development, 2017). There is 

evidence that expanded leave rights improve children’s health (Han et. al., 2009). Cross-national 

studies find that extended parental leave entitlements are associated with lower infant mortality 

(Han et. al., 2009). Additionally, U.S. research indicates that infants are less likely to be breast-
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fed, taken to the doctor for well-baby visits, or kept up to date on their immunizations when 

mothers return to work within the first three months of childbirth (Han et. al., 2009).  

Disabled Leave as Parental Leave. The Temporary Disabled Insurance program 

amended to repeal all provisions specific to pregnancy, in effect entitling disabled pregnant 

women to the same benefits as employees with any other type of disability (Appelbaum & 

Milkman, 2014). In 1979, the maximum leave under TDI was twenty-six weeks per year, but 

now the maximum has since been increased to fifty-two weeks per year with medication required 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). Five states offer paid leave to disabled workers through 

Temporary Disability Insurance (TDI) programs. These states and the dates on which their laws 

came into effect are Rhode Island (1942), California (1946), New Jersey (1948), New York 

(1949), and Hawaii (1969) (Han et. al., 2009). TDI – although originally not designed for this 

purpose – provides mothers with a brief period of paid parental leave after giving birth because 

the 1978 Federal Pregnancy Discrimination Act required TDI to cover pregnancy and maternity-

related disability in the same way as other types of disability (Han et. al., 2009).  

Typically mothers are entitled to six weeks of paid leave through TDI programs, and 

eight weeks for a cesarean section (Han et. al., 2009). Since 1978, when pregnancy and 

maternity-related disability were required to be covered in the Temporary Disability Insurance, it 

has been estimated that between 21 and 41 percent of families with a new born claim benefits in 

TDI states (Han et. al., 2009). Unfortunately, fathers do not qualify under TDI programs 

regarding pregnancy and maternity-related disabilities.  

State Programs: California. Although the United States offers no national parental leave 

policy, three states have developed programs: California, New Jersey, and Washington 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). California’s Paid Family Leave (PFL) Program offers partial 
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wage replacement for all covered workers who go on leave to bond with a new biological, 

adopted, or foster child (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). The PFL Program in California 

provides benefits to fathers, as well as mothers, during the first year after a child is born or the 

first year when the child is placed with the family (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). For both 

bonding and care leaves, covered workers may receive up to six weeks of partial pay during any 

twelve-month period. Additionally, the chosen six weeks of leave can be continuous or 

intermittent (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014).  

California’s Paid Family Leave Program is also available to biological mothers of 

adopted children for six weeks in addition to the TDI benefits they may receive during 

pregnancy leave (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). Additionally, PFL benefits are equally 

available to men and women who become new parents or who have a seriously ill family 

member in need or care (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). Due to PFL benefits being equally 

available to men and women who become new parents, or who have a seriously ill family 

member in need of care, it seems to be an effective incentive for men’s increased participation in 

caregiving (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). This holds true both for fathers who are bonding 

with newly or adopted children, and for those caring for a seriously ill family member(s) 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). This could also be due to the availability of substantial wage 

replacement, and/or the fact that the benefits are part of a state-sponsored program, making using 

it more legitimate in the eyes of men, and the employers they work for (Appelbaum & Milkman, 

2014).  

The California Paid Family Leave Program is funded entirely by an employee payroll tax, 

which has been deemed taxable by the Internal Revenue Service (Appelbaum & Milkman, 

2014). This is possible by building on California’s longstanding State Disability Insurance (SDI) 
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system, which has provided income support for employees’ medical and pregnancy-related 

leaves (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). The PFL program is structured as an insurance benefit, 

and there are no direct costs to employers (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). Workers can claim 

PFL benefits after a one-week waiting period by submitting appropriate documentation to the 

state’s Employment Development Department (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). The PFL 

program does not provide job protection or guarantee the continuation of fringe benefits; 

however, in many cases leave-takers will have these additional protections under the FMLA 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014).  

State Programs: New Jersey. In 2009 legislation established Family Leave Insurance in 

New Jersey, modeled closely after California’s PFL system, and full funded employees 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). Both the California and New Jersey family leave programs 

build on their long-established TDI/SDI programs, which already have administrative and 

payroll tax collection structures in place (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). For many years, New 

Jersey has had a Temporary Disability Insurance (TDI) program – similar to SDI in California – 

that provides partial wage replacement during an employee’s own illness or pregnancy-related 

medical condition (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). As a result, the new family leave insurance is 

an extension of the TDI program (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). Family leave insurance in 

New Jersey provides two-thirds of weekly pay up to a maximum benefit of $561 per week in 

2010 (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014).  

State Programs: Washington. The state of Washington passed a paid family leave law in 

2007 (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). The new law is designed to provide partial wage 

replacement for pregnancy-related leaves as well as for bonding with a new child (Appelbaum & 

Milkman, 2014). Washington’s program differs in structure from those in California and New 
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Jersey, providing a flat benefit of $250 a week for up to five weeks (regardless of the claimant’s 

usual pay level) (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). However, implementation of the Washington 

program has been postponed because the state has not yet been able to provide funding for it 

(Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). 

Many other states are also seriously considering establishing paid family leave programs, 

including Arizona, Illinois, Maine, Massachusetts, Missouri, New Hampshire, New York, 

Oregon, and Pennsylvania (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). During the Obama administration, 

efforts were made to include funds in the 2011 federal budget to support state-level paid family 

and medical leave programs (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014). However, political opponents shut 

down funding for these programs, yet the administration remains strongly committed to 

addressing the issue (Appelbaum & Milkman, 2014).  

Benefits of Paid Parental Leave and State Programs. Evidence suggests that paid family 

leave programs can (1) encourage positive change toward gender equality in the home and the 

workplace, (2) support economic growth, (3) reduce reliance on public assistance, (4) help 

children get a strong start in life, and (5) allows workers to avoid having to chose between caring 

for their families and keeping their jobs (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic 

Committee, 2015). While mothers have traditionally been and remain the primary caregivers for 

children and families, many fathers are increasingly taking on more of the responsibilities of 

parenting and caring for other family members with the help of parental leave (Mathur & Sawhill 

et. al., 2018). The share of stay-at-home dads has nearly quadrupled over the past few decades, 

even though that number is still low compared to stay-at-home mothers (Mathur & Sawhill et. 

al., 2018).  
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Providing workers with paid family leave ensures that they are able to take extended 

leave with pay to care for a new child, and warrants that they are able to return to their job 

afterward (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2015). Access to paid family 

leave significantly increases the likelihood that workers will return to their jobs instead of 

dropping out of the labor force, or spending time out of work to search for a new job (The 

Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2015). Additionally, paid leave also 

improves financial security for many disadvantaged groups that cannot afford to take unpaid 

leave (The Joint Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2015).  

Offering paid leave improves business productivity by boosting employee morale and 

making it easier for businesses to retain skilled workers (The Democratic Staff of the Joint 

Economic Committee, 2015). Businesses gain from retaining workers with firm-specific 

knowledge and skills, and from having to bear the sizable costs of finding and training new 

employees (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic Committee, 2015). Lastly, paid leave 

can help to close the gender pay gap by increasing women’s attachment to the labor force and 

raising their long-term earnings trajectories (The Democratic Staff of the Joint Economic 

Committee, 2015).  

Pathways Toward Change 

 Gender Paid and Unpaid Recommendations. There are two possible institutional 

solutions to promote greater gender equality in both paid and unpaid labor (Sullivan et. al., 

2018). Although both are challenging and may receive some backlash – one option is to 

substantially subsidize early child care provision through raising taxes, and the other is to 

implement statutory reduction of working hours for both partners in combination with policies 

supporting genuine work-family flexibility, which then permits couples to stagger their paid 
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work in order to care for their children (Sullivan et. al., 2018). Both possible solutions would 

enable a shorter duration of paid childcare, thus making it more affordable for working parents 

(Sullivan et. al., 2018). Additionally, they would both permit fathers to spend more time with 

their children, as fathers have already been showing an increase in time spent in child-care 

activities (Sullivan et. al, 2018). The combination of policies that permit employed fathers to 

spend more (paid) time caring for their children with those that provide early public child care 

are part of why various European countries, such as Scandinavia, remain one of the best 

countries in which to be a working woman compared to the United States according to the World 

Economic Forum’s 2016 Global Gender Gap Index (Sullivan et. al., 2018).  

 Parental Leave Recommendations. Paid family leave provides critical support to 

families who need access to time-off from work for family reasons (Fass, 2009). This support is 

particularly important for low-wage workers who are less likely to have access to leave and are 

most in need of pay when they have to take time off (Fass, 2009). Paid family leave has also 

been found to promote healthy child development and family well being (Fass, 2009). Given the 

patchwork nature of the current policies and the universal need for access to paid family leave, 

the long-term goal is a federal paid leave policy (Fass, 2009). However, in the short-term, 

innovation in paid family leave policy will continue to occur at the state level (Fass, 2009). As a 

result, the National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP) recommends the following:  

• Ensure adequate wage replacement: Wage replacement benefits provide needed 

income during time off for major life events. However, wage replacement benefits must 

be enough to ensure that workers can make ends meet while on leave (Fass, 2009).  

• Guarantee job protection: Job-protected leave is critical for ensuring that workers feel 

confortable taking time off from their job (Fass, 2009). Since FMLA’s coverage is 
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currently limited to full-time workers and employers larger than 50 employees, states 

should ensure that state policy provides job-protection to all workers eligible for state 

paid leave benefits (Fass, 2009).  

• Extend coverage to both full and part-time workers, and to employees in small 

business: Paid family leave is a basic labor protection, and as with other labor 

protections like the minimum wage, part-time workers and small business employees also 

need access to the right to leave for major family events, such as the birth of a baby or a 

family member’s serious illness (Fass, 2009).  

• Ensure that the length of leave is sufficient: The research on child development 

indicates that a minimum of 12 weeks of paid leave benefits would be best for promoting 

both healthy child development and family economic security (Fass, 2009). The length of 

paid leave available through state policy should be at least as long as the 12 weeks 

provided by FMLA (Fass, 2009).  

• Use a broader definition of family: Many adults have family care responsibilities that 

extend beyond the immediate family members included in FMLA Fass, 2009). 

Policymakers should consider expanding the definition of family to also include siblings, 

grandparents, aunts, uncles, and in-laws (Fass, 2009).  

Unemployment Recommendations. The Urban Institute provides three major policy 

recommendations in order to assist families facing unemployment: (1) government programs 

geared toward the unemployed could include services that help stabilize families with young 

children, such as psychological counseling performed by social workers (Lindner & Peters, 

2014). (2) Unemployment insurance and the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program 

would be especially well-suited to target resources toward families with young children, 
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including counseling services (Lindner & Peters, 2014). Some states even given higher benefits 

to families with dependents – expansion of such dependent allowances could help buffer the 

effects of income loss (Lindner & Peters, 2014). (3) States could make eligibility requirements 

for unemployment insurance less stringent for families with young children (Lindner & Peters, 

2014). For example, eligibility could be extended to those seeking part-time work (Lindner & 

Peters, 2014).  

Providing Paid Parental Leave: Trump Administration. During President Trump’s 

campaign, he pledged to provide paid family leave to help new parents (Office of Management 

and Budget, 2018). The budget for fiscal year 2018 delivers on this promise with a fully paid-for 

proposal to provide six weeks of paid family leave to new mothers and fathers, including 

adoptive parents (Office of Management and Budget, 2018). As a result, all families can afford 

to take time to recover from childbirth and bond with a new child without worrying about paying 

their bills (Office of Management and Budget, 2018).  

Using the Unemployment Insurance (UI) system as a base, the proposal will allow states 

to establish paid parental leave programs in a way that is most appropriate for their workforce 

and economy (Office of Management and Budget, 2018). States would be required to provide six 

weeks of parental leave and the proposal gives states broad latitude to design and finance the 

program (Office of Management and Budget, 2018). The proposal is fully offset by a package of 

sensible reforms to the UI system – including reforms to reduce improper payments, help 

unemployed workers find jobs more quickly, and encourage states to maintain reserves in their 

Unemployment Trust Fund accounts (Office of Management and Budget, 2018). In current 

research from media and/or federal sources, I have not yet found information that demonstrates 

that this administration is moving forward with paid parental leave since the 2018 report release.  
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Limitations and Future Research 

To understand policy implications for parental leave, researchers have first studied the 

transition to parenthood. Many studies have been published on the transition to parenthood, such 

as the recent review by Doss and Rhoades (2017). Some overall findings from this review on the 

transition to parenthood include (1) how the transition to parenthood is associated with 

deterioration in relationship functioning for the average couple, (2) not all couples experience 

declines with the birth of a baby – some see improvements in their realtionships, and (3) 

emerging research has begun to identify both similarities and differences across groups of 

unmarried, adoptive, and same-sex couples in the transition to parenthood (Doss & Rhoades, 

2017). 

 Further, when others have studied the transition to parenthood, they have examined 

constructs that may also have connections to parental leave policies. These include, but are not 

limited to, concepts connected to attachment theory (e.g., marital representations: Curran, Hazen, 

Jacobvitz, & Feldman, 2005; Curran, Hazen, Jacobvitz, & Sasaki, 2006; Curran, Hazen, & 

Mann, 2009). That is, how individuals recall themselves being parented as young children, or 

how they remember their parents acting as marital or relationship partners, has connections to 

concepts such as relationship quality and co-parenting during the transition to parenthood and 

possibly to parental leave policies.  

Another relevant construct may be individuals’ beliefs about themselves in terms of their 

identity about becoming a parent (Bosch & Curran, 2011; Curran & Bosch, 2014). For example, 

scoring higher on one type of identity style (e.g., higher accommodative identity style scores 

were associated with more negative attitudes toward marriage and greater self-doubts as reasons 

for not marrying from Curran & Bosch, 2014), versus another may help researchers to 
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understand why some individuals may pause in their decisions to use or commit to parental leave 

options, even if these options are available for all. In an article regarding identity transformation 

during the transition to parenthood among same sex couples, the article reviews current research 

(1) involving various adaptive processes of navigating different stressors via their human agency, 

(2) products of the intersections of individual characteristics relational dynamics, LGBT 

community culture, and heterosexual sociostructural norms, and (3) are complicated by social 

contextual factors such as class, race/ethnicity, family structure, and the sociocultural 

environment associated with geographical location (Cao et. al., 2016).  

Another construct that may be important for parental leave policies is the socioeconomic 

status of the individuals, their financial stability over time, or a currently difficult economy 

(Corkery, Curran, Benavides, 2011). It may be that individuals who are struggling 

socioeconomically are in positions in which parental leave is not offered, is limited in their 

offerings, or in which individuals do not qualify (e.g., have not been in their position long 

enough to obtain benefits such as parental leave).  

Finally, considerations of pregnant women and their romantic partner may also have 

implications for parental leave policies. That is, from interdependence theory (Kelley, 1979), we 

know that the relationship or interdependence between romantic partners explains relationship 

quality constructs such as satisfaction, commitment, conflict, and/or ambivalence (e.g., 

Akcabozan, McDaniel, Corkery, & Curran, 2017; Corkery, Curran, & Parkman, 2011; Curran, 

Corkery, & Post, 2011; Kopystynska, Paschall, Barnett, & Curran, 2017; Totenhagen & Curran, 

2011). More recent research shows how the different meanings men and women place on stress 

during the transition to parenthood may impact the satisfaction felt in their sexual interactions, 

and for women in particular, may impact how they view their own sexuality (Leavitt, McDaniel 



Feminism and Family Policy in the United States Workforce  

  32 

and & Maas et. al., 2016). Connected to parental leave policies, data from both partners of the 

romantic couple may need to be gathered so that it is clear how both partners feel about parental 

leave and how one person can affect the other about decisions specific to parental leave 

(positively and negatively). 
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