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May 18, 2021

Senator Patty Murray Senator Richard Burr

Chair Ranking Member

Senate Committee on Senate Committee on

Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Health, Education, Labor and Pensions
428 Senate Dirksen Office Building 428 Senate Dirksen Office Building
Washington, DC 20510 Washington, DC 20510

Re: Committee hearing on “Paid Leave for Working Families: Examining Access, Options, and Impacts
Dear Chair Murray, Ranking Member Burr, and Members of the Committee,

On behalf of the 170,000 members and supporters of the American Association of University Women
(AAUW), | write to thank the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee for holding this
hearing on paid leave and urge you to take swift action in support of a comprehensive paid family and
medical leave program. We must ensure that all people, but especially women, have the ability to work
and take the time they need to address serious health and caregiving needs without jeopardizing their
employment and economic security.

Our current system is not meeting the basic health and economic needs of workers and their families.
The lack of a national paid leave program particularly affects women, undermining their ability to fully
participate in the workforce. Today, only 60 percent of working women have access to some paid sick
days! and working mothers without a college degree are less likely to have access to paid leave? and
more likely to be let go from their job or to quit during pregnancy or shortly after childbirth.® Nearly 40
percent of mothers say they are solely responsible for staying home from work with sick children,
compared with only three percent of fathers.* Women disproportionately bear the economic cost of
taking children or elderly family members to the doctor.® Yet, many women delay seeking health care
for themselves because they cannot take time off work, affecting their capacities as both employees and
primary caregivers.® And without access to paid leave, women face the continuing economic
disadvantage of lost wages estimated at $31.9 billion each year in lost wages.” For women over 50 who
leave the workforce early to care for an aging parent, there is a loss of more than $324,000 in wages and
retirement.®

Persistent racial and gender inequities in access to paid leave result in approximately 71 percent of
Latino workers, 67 percent of American Indian and Alaska Native workers, 61 percent of Black workers
and 54 percent of Asian American and Pacific Islander workers being ineligible for or unable to afford to
take unpaid FMLA leave.® The majority of caregivers are women, and of that group, more than half are
women of color.?® And while women of color are very often key breadwinners for their families,*! Black
women and Latinas are more likely to work in jobs that provide little upward mobility, stability and
lower pay.'? Women of color also continue to face punishing wage gaps: Asian American women are
typically paid just 85 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men, Black women 63 cents,
Native women 60 cents and Latinas just 55 cents.!® This combination of inequities, including the racial



wealth gap, means that families of color may be less able to withstand the financial hardship associated
with a serious family or medical event and struggle more to recover their economic stability.'*

The coronavirus pandemic highlights in stark relief just how critical it is for workers to have paid leave. In
2020, women lost more than five million jobs.'® In December 2020, the U.S. workforce lost 140,000 jobs
but women lost a net 156,000 jobs and women of color made up an overwhelming share of those jobs.*®
The April 2021 Bureau of Labor Statistics monthly jobs report revealed that 165,000 women ages 20 and
over dropped out of the labor force.'” As childcare centers closed and schools were forced into remote
learning, hundreds of thousands of parents, especially women, have been forced to choose between
caring for their children and staying in the workforce. As of July 2020, nearly one in three mothers aged
25-44 were not working due to childcare issues.’® Workers in low-paid frontline and essential jobs have
been disproportionately women of color'® and are typically less likely to have paid leave or the ability to
work remotely.?

A federal paid leave program will build stronger families and healthier workers. Paid leave contributes to
improved newborn and child health by allowing both parents the time they need to help with health
care decisions and responsibilities. For example, time at home with newborns and young children has
been shown to, among other benefits, increase parents’ ability to attend medical visits and decrease
infant and post-neonatal mortality rates.?! It also allows ill or injured adults time to recover and gives
family members time to care for sick relatives. It enables people to help their loved ones, including older
family members with health problems, to recover from illness and avoid complications, thereby
reducing hospital readmissions and health costs.?? However, a lack of access to paid leave forces women
to make the impossible choice between caring for a family member or keeping their job, potentially
hampering their short- and long-term economic security. The absence of a national paid leave policy is
unacceptable and must be rectified.

AAUW stands steadfast in its commitment to improving the lives of women and their families and urges
you to support comprehensive paid and family leave. Please do not hesitate to contact me at
nielsonk@aauw.org or 202.728.7617 or Leticia Bustillos, Federal Policy Manager, at bustillos|@aauw.org
or 202.785.7724 if you have any questions.

Sincerely,

Kate Nielson
Senior Director of Public Policy, Research & Legal Advocacy
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