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Comprehensive Pald Leave

When we walk through the (virtual or physical) door
at work, our health, caregiving, and other human-
related needs continue. Yet, for many lowans, time
away from work to care for those needs is costly

or impossible. Meanwhile, lowa employers face
persistent workforce shortages, rising turnover costs,
and competition for talent. Comprehensive paid
leave is one practical strategy organizations can use
to provide an essential lifeline to employee health,
wellbeing, and financial stability; keep businesses
steady; and contribute to a strong future for lowa.

Supportive workplace policies allow
the whole human to show up at
work, embracing the complexity of
the human experience and adapting
to the needs of employees.

COMPREHENSIVE PAID LEAVE

Comprehensive paid leave is paid time off that gives
employees the security to step away from work
when life demands it—whether facing a serious
health challenge, welcoming a new child, or caring
for a loved one —without sacrificing their paycheck.
While there are several types of paid leave, Work.
Well. lowa. encourages a comprehensive approach
that addresses the many reasons employees must
temporarily step away from work.

Types of Paid Leave

FAMILY AND MEDICAL LEAVE

Paid time off to care for a long-term
medical issue for themselves, their
children, or a loved one or to address needs
during a long-term absence from work,
such as military deployment.

PARENTAL LEAVE

Paid leave for the birth, adoption, or
acceptance of foster placement of a child
that is separate from vacation or sick leave.

SICK AND SAFE LEAVE

Paid leave for employees to care for
themselves or a family member during a
temporary, short-term medical issue, such
asillness; to attend to a critical safety need,
such as domestic violence or sexual assault
recovery; or for preventative health care,
such as an annual well visit or a prenatal
doctor appointment.

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT LEAVE
Short-term paid leave that allows a parent
to take an afternoon or a day off to attend
a school performance or athletic event,
volunteer at a child’s school or otherwise
take care of a child’s needs.
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State and National Policies

The United States is the only
developed nation in the world and one
of only a small handful of countries
with no national paid leave policy.

The Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA), passed in
1993, is the only national leave policy in the United
States. FMLA provides 12 weeks of unpaid, job
protected leave. While FMLA is comprehensive, it
is unpaid and applies only to employees who
work for businesses with 50 or more employees.
Because many workers can’t afford to miss a
paycheck, unpaid leave often goes unused—even
when it’s needed most. (dol.gov)

Without a national paid leave policy, many states
have created paid leave policies to meet the needs

of their constituents. The types and duration of paid
leave vary by state. Fourteen states have mandatory
paid leaves policies that use a social insurance
policy design or private insurance market while nine
states have voluntary policies that allow purchase
through the private insurance market. Want to learn
more about what other states are doing? Check out
www.workwelliowa.org.

Many employers offer paid leave to employees,
yet access to the benefit is dependent on sector,
employment status, and wage-earning category.

Nationally just 61% of the lowest
quarter of wage earners have paid
sick leave while 95% of the highest
wage earners have paid sick leave.

Percentage of civilian workers with access to paid leave by wage category
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lowa Policies

In 2025 lowa joined 24 other states and the federal government ‘ 79%

by passing a law that gives lowa government employees four
weeks of paid maternity leave, one week of paid parental leave
for the non-birthing parent and four weeks of paid leave for
employees who have recently adopted a child.

lowa state law does not require private employers to provide
paid leave to employees, leaving many employees without paid
leave benefits. Most working lowans, 79 percent — about 1.4

of working Iowans do not have
paid family leave through their
jobs (about 1.4 million workers)

64%
of Iowans do not have access to

unpaid leave under the federal
Family and Medical Leave Act

million workers — in lowa do not have paid family leave through

a 2023 survey, less than 1/3 of employers offer paid maternity/

their jobs. Even unpaid leave under the federal Family and <1/3
Medical Leave Act is inaccessible for 64 percent of lowans. In .
of Iowa employers offer paid

paternity leave and just over half provide paid time off.

maternity/ paternity leave

Percentage of employers who offer paid leave benefits by employee status
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When paid leave
benefits aren’t
accessible to all
Iowans, Iowa
loses out.

Major health and caregiving events often come with significant and
unpredictable costs. When employees delay care due to those costs,
conditions can worsen—leading to additional health challenges, financial
instability, longer absences, increased stress, and greater disruption for
teams. Researchers refer to this combined financial and psychological strain
as financial toxicity.

When employees lack flexibility during major life events, employers often
absorb the consequences in other ways through turnover, missed work,
recruitment costs, productivity disruptions, additional strain on managers
and teams. Employer research shows that organizations offering paid

leave often report neutral or positive impacts on productivity, morale, and
retention. Comprehensive paid leave provides a structured way to maintain
continuity while employees navigate health, caregiving, or family transitions.
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Working Iowans are Caregivers

A PARENT'S PERSPECTIVE:

Becoming a parent taught me that the weeks after a child is born are
not a pause from real life—they are often the most intense, vulnerable
period a family will ever experience. When our daughter was born,
unexpected health challenges made feeding difficult and exhausting.
Around the clock care, sleep deprivation, medical appointments, and
the emotional toll of watching your newborn struggle quickly became
overwhelming. I was physically depleted, experiencing postpartum
depression, and learning in real time how fragile those first weeks

can feel, even with a healthy pregnancy and a strong support system.
What made it possible for our family to get through that period was
time—time to heal, to seek care, to accept help, and to focus entirely
on our child without the pressure of immediately returning to work
or risking financial stability. Paid family leave gives parents the space
to respond to medical complications, protect their mental health, and
bond with their children when it matters most. — lowa Employee

Whether we are talking about caring for babies,
ourselves, aging and/or disabled parents, caregiving
is an integral part of the human experience. Yet we
don’t always make enough space for that reality in
the workplace.

Two in five caregivers (39%) are

sandwich generation caregivers
who care for an adult while also
caring for a child under 18.

Caregiving is part of the human
experience, and it makes sense
that we make space for it in

our work and daily lives.

For three out of four kids under age 6 in lowa, all
parents are working. That means when a child is sick
and needs to stay home from school or daycare,
parents must make difficult decisions about who can
stay home from work. This leaves families vulnerable
to financial and job insecurity.

More than 657,000 lowans are family caregivers,

representing roughly one in four adults in the state.
About 62 percent of lowa caregivers are also
employed, balancing work with responsibilities
such as transportation, appointments, medication
management, and ongoing support for loved ones.
The physical, psychological, and social impact

of caregiving takes a toll with 64% of caregivers
reporting emotional stress from caregiving.

~62%
of Iowa caregivers
are also employed
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A recent Pew survey found more than half of

parents with lower incomes — and single mothers in
particular — say they’re highly worried about losing
pay if they unexpectedly have to leave work to take
care of family issues. (For Working Parents, the
Boundary Between Work and Family Is Often Blurred |

Pew Research Center)

75%

of kids under age 6 in Iowa
have all parents working


https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2026/06/16/for-working-parents-the-boundary-between-work-and-family-is-often-blurred/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2026/06/16/for-working-parents-the-boundary-between-work-and-family-is-often-blurred/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2026/06/16/for-working-parents-the-boundary-between-work-and-family-is-often-blurred/

Paid Leave Works Well for lowa Families

Paid family leave is associated with healthier Research has linked paid family leave to
families, stronger workplaces, and better arange of positive outcomes, including:
outcomes for children. Research from states

with paid leave programs suggests these EMPLOYEES | EMPLOYERS IOWA

policies help address factors that contribute @ Better @ Higher @ Stronger

to child maltreatment and family violence by health retention workforce
reducing financial strain, supporting caregiver @ Reduced @ Lower @ Improved child
mental health, and giving families more time to stress turnover outcomes
bond during a child’s earliest months. Paid leave @ cFEinancial | @ Easier hiring | @ Economic

also promotes financial stability by reducing the stability growth

risk of lost wages or job loss, both of which are
protective factors against adverse childhood
experiences.

Paid Leave Works Well for lowa’s Employers

Metro Waste Authority (MWA) recognized

that supporting employees through major life
events was not only the right thing to do, but
also a smart business strategy. As workforce
expectations evolved, leaders found that

relying on informal schedule adjustments and
donated leave created inconsistency and placed
additional strain on managers and employees. In
response, MWA implemented a comprehensive
paid time off program, paid parental leave,
flexible scheduling where operationally feasible,
and expanded educational reimbursement

to better support recruitment, retention, and
long-term workforce stability while maintaining
essential public services.

The results have been positive for both
employees and the organization. Managers report
spending less time administering leave and more
time supporting their teams, while employees say
the policies have reduced financial and personal
stress and made it easier to balance work and
caregiving responsibilities. Between fiscal years
2024-25 and 2025-26, MWA increased employee
retention from 72.4% to 81.5%, reduced turnover

Photo credit: Metro Waste Authority

from 41.7% to 32.0%, and more than doubled the 2024-25 2025-26
number of job applicants. The organization views Emplovee

supportive workplace policies as an investment Retznt‘i!on 724% + 81-5%
in workforce resilience, operational performance,

and its ability to attract and retain talent in a Turnover 41.7% + 32.0%

competitive labor market.
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Paid Leave Strategies for Employers

Research across industries shows that paid leave
isn’t just a “nice-to-have” —it’s a smart business
investment that builds a healthier, more reliable
workforce and drives organizational success.

Next steps for Increasing supportive leave
Employers often worry about the cost supportive
policies like paid leave, but research shows these
benefits typically outweigh the costs.

@ Studies from Boston Consulting Group (2017)
and Ernst & Young (2016) found that companies
offering paid leave generally see neutral or
positive financial outcomes.

Q Reported benefits include higher employee
morale, lower turnover, improved productivity,
and increased profitability.

Q The data also highlights strong workforce
impacts: Since replacing an employee can
cost roughly 33% of their salary, retaining
staff through benefits like paid leave can be
financially beneficial.

Design paid leave policies

around your workforce

Paid leave benefits, are not “one size fits all.” Take
stock of your employees’ needs and tailor your
policies to fit what works best for you and them.

[0 Consider employee demographics —both for
current employees and employees you want
to hire.

[0 Conduct a survey of employees to determine
which benefits they would most value. Make the

Bottom

survey anonymous to respect employees who
may be pregnant or considering pregnancy and
don’t yet want to tell their manager.

O Employees perform best when they can meet
their health and family responsibilities without
risking their job or income.

[0 When employees feel supported, they return
to work focused, loyal, and ready to contribute
their best.

[0 Supportive leave policies ease stress and help
employees stay committed —even during major
life transitions.

Measure recruitment, retention
and employee engagement
Offering paid leave signals that your organization:

Q Values people, stability, and long term success
@ |s a competitive and responsible employer

@ Cares about families, health, and community
well being. Employers who lead on paid leave
build a stronger reputation, earn greater
goodwill, and inspire deeper loyalty from both
employees and customers.

Across industries and company sizes, employers
report that paid leave leads to:

@ Improved recruitment and retention

Q Higher employee morale and engagement
@ Reduced absenteeism

@ Improved productivity and workforce stability
Q Better employee health and wellness.

Iowa employers cannot solve every workforce challenge, but they can build workplaces

where employees are more likely to stay, contribute, and thrive. Comprehensive paid leave

Line

is a practical investment that supports employees through life's most important moments

while strengthening recruitment, retention, and workforce stability. By helping employees
meet those responsibilities without sacrificing financial security, employers strengthen
their organizations and contribute to a healthier, more resilient Iowa.
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