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Family caregiving is a major challenge for millions of Americans. Today, more than 30 
million working families include young children, nearly four million children are born 
each year, and more than 25 million people with paying jobs also provide unpaid care to 
loved ones every year.1 Yet the majority of working people in the United States cannot 
take time away from their jobs to welcome new children or care for their loved ones 
without risking loss of their jobs or their economic security because they do not have 
access to paid family leave.2

Three states – California, New Jersey and Rhode Island – have sought to change this by putting 
in place public policies that respond to working families’ need for paid family leave. These states’  
programs insure workers for a share of their usual wages while they take time away from their 
jobs to care for a family member with a serious health condition or to bond with a new child. Each 
of these states’ paid family leave insurance programs build upon longstanding state temporary 
disability insurance programs that workers can use to take time away from their jobs to address 
their own serious health issues, including preparing for or recovering from childbirth.

California’s and New Jersey’s paid family leave programs have insured workers since 2004 
and 2009, respectively. Rhode Island’s program just celebrated its first anniversary. This analysis 
draws on program utilization data from each state to assess workers’ use of paid family leave in the 
first year of each program’s operation. The analysis provides useful insights into the most common 
reasons people take leave, and a window into the gender dynamics of leave taking.

Key Findings
Last year, in 2014, California’s paid family leave program celebrated its 10th implementation 

anniversary and New Jersey’s paid family leave program celebrated its fifth implementation 
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anniversary. On January 5, 2015, Rhode Island’s paid family leave program celebrated its first 
implementation anniversary. To mark these milestones, the National Partnership for Women & 
Families conducted an original analysis comparing the first year of each of the programs. We collected 
historical claim records from the agencies in California (from July 2004-June 2005), New Jersey (from 
July 2009-June 2010) and Rhode Island (from January-December 2014) charged with implementing 
the paid leave programs to better understand the types of claims filed and the gender differences in 
program participation during each program’s first year. We accounted for workforce size, women’s 
workforce participation rates, and the birth rates and median age differences within each state.3  

Key findings of our comparative analysis show:

`` First-year use of leave was higher in California than in New Jersey or Rhode Island. This was 
likely due, in large part, to funding dedicated to education and outreach in the California 
program’s first year. However, subsequent data on awareness of the state’s program has made 
clear that one year of education and outreach is not enough.

`` Across all three programs’ first years, workers used paid family leave most often to care 
for a new child. However, Rhode Island’s program was used for family caregiving more often 
than the California and New Jersey programs in their first years. This difference could be due 
to several factors, including greater understanding of the program and the fact that Rhode 
Island’s population is older than the other two states’ populations were. Therefore, family care 
needs there may be more acute.

`` Women were the vast majority of claimants in all three states during the first year of each 
program, although men filed a higher percentage of claims in the first year of Rhode Island’s 
program than did men in the first year of California’s and New Jersey’s programs.

`` Rhode Island experienced higher rates of men participating in the first year of its program, 
primarily to care for new children, despite Rhode Island having a lower birthrate than the 
other two states during the first years of each program.

Background
California, New Jersey and Rhode Island have their own statewide paid family leave programs 

that provide eligible workers with a portion of their usual wages when they need to take time away 
from their jobs to bond with a newborn, newly adopted or newly placed foster child, or to care for 
a family member with a serious health condition. Each state added paid family leave insurance 
to longstanding temporary disability insurance programs that already provided for longer-term, 
personal medical leave. This maximized efficiency and lowered implementation and administrative 
costs.4 It also means that, in all three states, eligible workers are entitled to both paid family and 
medical leave. For example, a woman who gives birth in those three states can take a period of 
disability or medical leave, followed by a period of family leave. 

All three states fund the paid family leave portions of their programs through employee-paid 
payroll deductions and administer their programs through their temporary disability insurance 
programs. Paid family leave funds in each state are solvent and have even experienced surpluses. 
Specific program information for each of the three states is described below.
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CALIFoRNIA

`` Passed in 2002 and implemented in 2004, California’s paid family leave program (Family 
Temporary Disability Insurance) provides up to six weeks of benefits for eligible individuals 
who must take time away from their jobs to care for a seriously ill child, spouse, parent or 
registered domestic partner, or to bond with a new child. As of July 1, 2014, California workers 
can also receive paid family leave benefits when taking time away from their jobs to care for a 
parent-in-law, grandparent, grandchild or sibling with a serious health condition.5  

``  Benefits for disability and family care are funded by employees only (currently at one percent 
of annual wages). The program provides for up to 52 weeks of disability insurance pay and 
six weeks of paid family leave. The payroll deduction amount fluctuates within a small range 
annually. The typical benefit is 55 percent of a worker’s weekly wages, up to a maximum of 
$1,104 per week in 2015.6 To qualify for the maximum weekly benefit amount, an individual 
must be paid at least $25,385.46 in one of the calendar quarters used to determine program 
eligibility.7 

`` California workers have filed approximately 1.7 million family leave claims since the state 
implemented its program on July 1, 2004 – 1.5 million of which were filed by parents seeking 
time to care for new children.8 

NEW JERSEY

`` Passed in 2008 and implemented in 2009, New Jersey’s paid family leave program (Family 
Leave Insurance) provides up to six weeks of benefits to eligible individuals to bond with 
newborn or newly adopted children and to care for a spouse, domestic partner, civil union 
partner, parent or child with a serious health condition.9   

``  Unlike California, New Jersey separates family leave insurance contributions from temporary 
disability insurance contributions. The family leave program is financed 100 percent by worker 
payroll deductions, whereas the state’s temporary disability insurance program is financed 
jointly by employee and employer payroll contributions. Starting January 1, 2015, each worker 
contributes 0.09 percent of the taxable wage base into the family leave insurance fund. For 
2015, the taxable wage base is the first $32,000 in covered wages paid during the calendar 
year.10 The weekly benefit rate is 66 percent of a worker’s average weekly wage, up to a 
maximum benefit of $604.11  

``  New Jersey workers have filed more than 162,000 family leave claims since the state 
implemented its program on July 1, 2009 – 133,000 of which were filed by parents seeking time 
to bond with a new child.12 

RhoDE ISLAND

`` Passed in 2013 and effective January 5, 2014, Rhode Island’s paid family leave program 
(Temporary Caregiver Insurance) provides up to four weeks of benefits to eligible individuals 
to bond with a newborn or newly adopted child and to care for a child, parent, parent-in-law, 
grandparent, spouse or domestic partner with a serious health condition. Rhode Island’s law 
offers workers fewer weeks of paid family leave than California’s and New Jersey’s; however, 
workers are protected against job loss and retaliation for taking paid family leave.13  

NATIoNAL PARTNERShIP FoR WomEN & FAmILIES  |  ISSUe bRIeF  |  ComPARINg STATe PAID FAmILY LeAve PRogRAmS IN TheIR FIRST YeARS 3



``  Benefits for disability and family care are funded by employees only. The withholding rate as 
of January 1, 2015, is 1.2 percent of a worker’s first $64,200 in wages.14 The maximum weekly 
benefit is $770.15  

``  In Rhode Island, one year after the program’s implementation, nearly 4,000 workers have filed 
paid family leave claims. Nearly three-quarters of those claims were filed by parents seeking 
time to bond with a new child.16 

State Paid Family Leave Program Participation in the First Year
On the first-year anniversary of Rhode Island’s paid family leave insurance program, we reviewed 

claims reports for each of the three state programs to see if there were trends and patterns. We 
assessed the extent to which Rhode Island’s paid family leave program is used overall, as well as by 
gender and claim type, compared to the claims approved 
in the first year of the programs in California and New 
Jersey. As more states consider adopting paid family and 
medical leave programs, these preliminary assessments 
can help policymakers and program administrators better 
predict how their programs will be used. The findings also 
provide a foundation for future research. 

Although the workforce populations among the three 
states varied greatly in the years analyzed,17 Californians 
filed claims at a higher rate than workers in the two 
other states (Figure 1). Adjusting for workforce population size, in the first year of each program, 
California’s program was most used, and New Jersey’s was least used. In California, 0.86 percent of 
eligible workers filed claims for bonding or caregiving. In New Jersey, 0.61 percent of eligible workers 
filed claims. And in Rhode Island, 0.68 percent of eligible workers filed claims.18 
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Adjusting for workforce 
population size, in the first year 
of each program, California’s 
program was most used, and 
New Jersey’s was least used.

FIGURE 1. STATE PAID LEAvE PRoGRAm PARTICIPATIoN RATE 
(WoRKFoRCE PoPULATIoN ADJUSTED)
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The higher participation rate for California’s program, compared to New Jersey's and Rhode 
Island’s, is likely a product of an outreach and education campaign executed and paid for by the state 
during the program’s first year of operation. New Jersey and Rhode Island had no such funding or 
outreach plans in their laws. In 2003-2004, the California Employment Development Department 
(EDD), the state agency administering the family temporary disability insurance program, conducted 
a one-year public education campaign including:

`` Promotional billboards near heavily trafficked public highways and hospitals;

``  Informational brochures and posters available in a number of languages (including 
Vietnamese, Chinese, Spanish and Tagalog); and

``  Direct outreach to clinics and community centers in major urban areas including Fresno, San 
Diego, the San Francisco Bay Area and Los Angeles.19 

EDD’s efforts to educate Californians about the new paid family leave benefit were hampered by 
the fact that only $1 million of EDD funds were used for the initial statewide advertising campaign.20 
Paid family leave outreach received a significant boost from a coalition of advocacy organizations, 
including the Legal Aid Society—Employment Law Center, Equal Right Advocates and the Labor 
Project for Working Families. The Asian Law Caucus and the California Women’s Law Center 
provided legal advice and information on the new law through their hotlines and legal clinics.21 
So while formal outreach and education efforts by EDD were significantly limited, the coalition 
raised funds from foundations to provide trainings on paid family leave to advocates and union 
representatives through multiple organizations over several years.22  

Still, awareness in California remains low, especially among economically vulnerable workers, and 
efforts are underway to use recently secured funding to promote awareness and encourage program 
use.23 This is particularly important in light of recent data showing that Californians’ awareness of 
the program has declined and few people know about the law’s 2014 family care expansions.24 

Women Use Paid Family Leave Programs at higher Rates Than men, but 
Rhode Island Shows Early Signs of a Better Balance 

Both women and men benefit from paid family leave, yet our analysis reveals that women filed the 
vast majority of claims in the first years of California’s, New Jersey’s and Rhode Island’s programs 
(Figure 2): 82 percent of claims in California, 86 percent in New Jersey and 69 percent in Rhode Island.

However, Rhode Island’s program reflects a growing trend toward gender equality in the workforce 
and in program use. Nearly 31 percent of Rhode Islanders who participated in the state paid family 
leave program during its first year were men; that participation rate is about twice the rate for men 
in New Jersey in its first year (14.3 percent) and more than one-and-a-half times the rate for men in 
California in its first year (18.2 percent). This difference is even more striking when the relatively even 
gender balance within Rhode Island’s workforce is taken into account. Women made up nearly half of 
Rhode Island’s workforce (48 percent in 2014), a higher percentage than in California (45 percent in 
2005) and a slightly higher percentage than in New Jersey (47 percent in 2010).25  

Note: This analysis had a one-year scope, but longitudinal program data from California suggests 
greater gender equity in program participation over time. Men comprised just 18 percent of those who 
took leave during the program’s first year, but they comprised approximately one-third of workers taking 
leave for both child bonding and family care in 2014.26 
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FIGURE 2. PARTICIPATIoN BY GENDER  

Bonding With a Newborn or Adopted Child is the most Common Reason 
Workers Take Paid Family Leave, But Family Caregiving in Rhode Island is 
more Common Than in other States

Through all three paid family leave programs, workers may take time away from their jobs for two 
reasons: to care for a newborn, newly adopted or newly placed foster child (bonding claims), or to care 
for a child, spouse or other family member with a serious health condition (family care claims). 

The vast majority of workers – both women and men – who took paid family leave through these 
programs in their first years did so to bond with a new child (Figures 3 and 4). This was particularly 
true in California (87 percent) and New Jersey (80.4 percent). It was also true – although to a lesser 
extent – in Rhode Island (73.6 percent) (Figure 3). This means that a higher percentage of workers in 
Rhode Island filed family care claims (26 percent) than in New Jersey (20 percent) and California (13 
percent). This difference may be explained, in part, by Rhode Island’s higher median age and higher 
proportion of people 65 and older,27  but it might also be due to greater awareness that the program 
can be used for family care. It is too early to tell whether the fact that paid family leave is available to 
care for more family members in Rhode Island plays a role in greater rates of leave taking for family 
caregiving in the state; data for the first year show that three percent of family care claims were filed by 
workers who needed family leave benefits to care for someone other than a parent, spouse or child.  

men as Family Caregivers
The first year of Rhode Island’s program is notable because a greater percentage of men took 

leave to bond with new children than was the case in the first year of the paid family leave programs 
in California and New Jersey. Rhode Island is the only state in which the types of claims (bonding 
compared to family care) filed by men were similar to the types of claims filed by women (Figure 4). 
Three-quarters of men who filed claims and nearly three-quarters of women who filed claims did so 
to bond with a new child. In comparison, during the first year of the programs in California and New 
Jersey, claims filed by women were disproportionately skewed toward child bonding when compared to 
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FIGURE 3. PARTICIPATIoN BY TYPE oF CLAIm

claims filed by men. Even adjusting for Rhode Island’s birthrate, which is lower than California’s and 
New Jersey’s were, Rhode Island men filed claims for bonding versus care at similar rates to Rhode 
Island women.28 

FIGURE 4. PARTICIPATIoN BY TYPE oF CLAIm AND GENDER

Conversely, in California and New Jersey, men who filed claims were much more likely than women 
to provide care to a seriously ill family member. In the first years of California’s and New Jersey’s 
programs, men who filed claims did so for family caregiving at roughly twice the rate of women (Figure 
4). In Rhode Island, however, there was approximately the same likelihood that a woman would file a 
claim for family caregiving as a man (27.5 percent of claims filed by women and 24 percent of claims 
filed by men were for family caregiving). 
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FIGURE 5. PARTICIPATIoN BY GENDER AND TYPE oF CLAIm

One possible explanation for the difference between the states on this is that neither California nor 
New Jersey permitted workers to use paid family leave to care for their in-laws and grandparents until 
California’s recent expansion in 2014. Rhode Island has permitted workers to use paid family leave to 
care for in-laws and grandparents since its inception, which means that a higher share of women may 
be taking paid family leave to care for in-laws, grandparents, or other family members. Rhode Island’s 
caregiving claims deserve further in-depth gender analysis.

 Overall, it is clear that Rhode Island’s program in its first year was not simply a program used by 
women to care for new children. Rhode Island’s program was more balanced in terms of the types of 
claims filed and participation by men (Figure 5). 

Conclusion
Since 2004, hundreds of thousands of workers in California, New Jersey and Rhode Island have 

participated in family leave insurance programs to care for new children and family members with 
serious health conditions. Our analysis of the first year of each program demonstrates that only 
a small share of the workforce uses paid family leave programs; that outreach and education are 
important vehicles to educate workers about the programs; that both women and men make use of 
these programs; and that – if Rhode Island’s trends hold and California’s longitudinal experience 
serves as a guide – more gender equality in taking leave may be on the horizon. 

This analysis of the first year of the nation’s first three state paid family leave programs should 
help policymakers who are considering implementing programs in their states and provide a 
foundation for future research.
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