February 6, 2026

Commonwealth of Virginia Senate Finance
and Appropriations Committee and

House Appropriations Committee

1000 Bank Street

Richmond, Virginia 23219

Dear Members of the Virginia Senate Finance and Appropriations Committee and House
Appropriations Committee,

On behalf of the National Partnership for Women & Families, A Better Balance, and the
undersigned organizations, we urge the Virginia legislature to pass paid leave legislation
that includes a realistic and inclusive definition of “family” to ensure Virginian workers
can take paid leave to provide care to their chosen and extended families.

The overwhelming majority of households today depart from the outdated “nuclear family”
model of a married husband, wife, and their biological children. For example, in 2022,
more than 20 million Americans lived with an unmarried significant other,! and
multigenerational households are growing in popularity.2 Families come in all shapes and
sizes, so it is important to recognize that many workers provide care to extended relatives,
such as grandparents and grandchildren, parents-in-law, adult children, siblings, and
“chosen family” — loved ones with a close, family-like relationship who lack a biological or
legal relationship.

There is strong precedent for inclusive definitions of “family” in state paid
family and medical leave laws. Nearly every state paid family and medical leave law
has a family definition that is broader than the federal Family and Medical Leave Act’s
restrictive definition, and seven state paid family and medical leave laws have inclusive
definitions of “family” — as proposed in Virginia — that cover close loved ones who are not
biologically or legally related to the worker.3

The seven state paid family and medical leave programs that use an inclusive
family definition have successfully implemented this coverage. In those states,
only a small minority of claims are from workers who need to care for extended or chosen
family — reflecting the fact that an inclusive family definition creates an important right
for workers with non-nuclear family structures without leading to significant increases in
usage. In 2024, for example, only 0.3 percent of all paid family and medical leave claims in
Colorado were to care for chosen or extended family (other than children, parents, spouses,
domestic partners, siblings, grandparents, and grandchildren).* In Washington State,
there were only 686 approved claims between July 2021 and March 2023 to care for
chosen and extended family, and most of these claims were to care for an unmarried
significant other.? Washington State’s Employment Security Department reported that
the inclusive family definition had a “minimal impact on the account balance ratio” and
“no impact on the rates themselves.”® The Department further reported the following:



The expanded family member definition increased equitable access to benefits
for Washington workers seeking to care for their loved ones. Because of the
new definition, those in caring kinship and close family-like relationships, who
were excluded in the original law, became eligible to take leave to care for
loved ones with a serious health condition. While the expansion, in terms of
volumes, is relatively minor, the impact to these newly eligible individuals,
now able to take leave to care for their loved ones, 1s substantial.”

More than 437,000 households in Virginia, or 12.7 percent of all households in the state,
consist of an individual living alone.8 In an emergency or during an illness, many of these
individuals rely on care from chosen family or extended family. Furthermore,
approximately 219,000 Virginia residents live with an unmarried partner, and more than
273,000 Virginians live with other nonrelatives — such as close friends. When an
individual is seriously ill or has a medical emergency, they often rely on individuals they
live with — even absent a blood or legal relationship — for help and caregiving.

When inclusive family definitions are used in paid family and medical leave programs,
caregivers of all backgrounds can better balance their work, life, and caregiving
responsibilities.? Paid leave that allows workers to take leave for their extended or chosen
family is critical for all Virginians, but it will also have disproportionate benefits for
LGBTQIA+ individuals, people with disabilities, and older adults in Virginia.

An inclusive family definition is critical for disabled individuals, who are both
caregivers and recipients of care. A 2020 Center for American Progress analysis
showed that 29 percent of all workers who took their most recent leave for caregiving in
the past 12 months were providing care for a person with an ongoing health condition,
such as a disability.!® According to a 2017 report, among people with disabilities, 42
percent reported taking time off to care for chosen family, compared with 30 percent of
people without disabilities.!!

Recognizing chosen family is vital for Virginian workers, especially LGBTQIA+
individuals. Recognition of chosen family is of particular importance to LGBTQIA+
individuals, who often do not have accessible relationships with biological relatives for
several reasons, such as moving to a more LGBTQIA+-friendly area away from biological
family, LGBTQIA+ stigma within biological families, and family planning choices. In
2023, among LGBTQIA+ individuals, 58 percent reported being relied upon to care for a
close friend or chosen family member.!2 An estimated 4 percent of Virginia’s workforce
(197,000 workers) are LGBTQIA+ individuals.13

An inclusive family definition will be critical for caring for aging Virginians.
Among Americans who provide care to an adult age 65 or older, more than 39 percent care
for a friend, neighbor, or other unrelated person.'* As Virginia’s aging population is
expected to increase significantly,'® more workers will need time away from work to
provide care for their friends and neighbors.



In addition to the strong precedent for inclusive definitions of “family” in state
paid family and medical leave laws, our country’s largest employer — the federal
government — has been using a similarly inclusive family definition for more
than 50 years.16 The federal workforce definition includes chosen family, covering
individuals whose close association with the federal employee is the equivalent of a family
relationship (even absent a blood relationship). Since 1969, the federal government has
repeatedly expanded the use of this inclusive family definition to include funeral leave,
voluntary leave transfers, and sick leave.!” Federal workers are entitled to use up to 12
weeks of sick leave a year to care for a family member—including chosen family—with a
serious health condition.18

Virginian workers should be able to take time away from work to care for their families —
no matter their family composition — without sacrificing their economic security. We urge
you to maintain an inclusive definition of “family” that allows workers to take leave for
their extended or chosen family.

Sincerely,

A Better Balance

The National Partnership for Women & Families
AAUW Virginia

American Association of People with Disabilities
Caring Across Generations

Center for Law and Social Policy

COLAGE

Diverse Elders Coalition

Endependence Center of Northern Virginia, Inc. (ECNV)
Equal Rights Advocates

Equality Virginia

Family Values @ Work

Family Values @ Work Action

Freedom Virginia

Main Street Alliance

MomsRising

Movement Advancement Project

National Adult Day Services Association
National Alliance for Caregiving

National Domestic Workers Alliance

National Women's Law Center Action Fund
NBJC

Public Advocacy for Kids (PAK)

Reproductive Freedom for All

SAGE

The Arc of Northern Virginia

The Arc of Virginia Inc.

YWCA USA
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