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By Jean Christofferson, WorldatWork 

The Missing Link 
in Total Rewards

Paid 
Parental 
Leave

A burgeoning benefit that can 
boost the bottom line.

While the United States is the only 
wealthy, industrialized country 
that does not mandate paid 

parental leave, smart HR professionals 
know this benefit is a powerful recruitment, 
retention and engagement tool.
WorldatWork’s “Paid Time Off Programs 

and Practices Survey” shows 88% of orga-
nizations think it’s necessary to offer some 
type of paid-time-off program to be compet-
itive in the labor market, which includes 
paid parental leave. But figuring out how to 
start a paid leave program isn’t easy. There 
may be state or city mandates for paid leave, 
as there currently are in California, Rhode 
Island, New Jersey, New York, Washington 

https://www.worldatwork.org/adimLink?id=80292
https://www.worldatwork.org/adimLink?id=80292


40 | workspan october 2017

and Washington, D.C. Adding to the confu-
sion, it’s gained tremendous national attention 
in the media because of Ivanka Trump’s White 
House initiative calling for six weeks of paid 
parental leave. But typically, paid leave is in 
the hands of the employer.
“Paid parental leave is a differentiator for 
employers as the large Millennial popula-
tion begins starting their families,” said 
benefits expert Lenny Sanicola, CCP, CBP, 
GRP, CEBS, SPHR, SHRM-SCP. “Ultimately, 
it increases workplace productivity and 
employee engagement, but it must be an 
investment that aligns with company values, 
organizational culture and business objec-
tives. It also must represent a benefit that is 
truly desired by employees.”
While many HR professionals agree that 

paid parental leave is a good idea, they 
differ in opinion as to who should pay for it.
“Employees will still want it and businesses 
and politicians will still debate it,” said total 
rewards professional Rose Stanley, CCP, CBP, 
WLCP, CEBS. “We continue to see more 
states and municipalities beginning to offer 
paid parental leave to some extent. But at 

the end of the day, there is always a cost/
benefit analysis that comes into play. Who 
pays for it? Businesses? The federal govern-
ment? Employees through taxation? And 
who benefits? Businesses do benefit from a 
retention standpoint, so do employees and 
their families, and even society. They are all 
affected, and we continue to wait and see 
who will blink first.”

One of the problems with the current 
state of paid parental leave is that it’s more 
commonly available to high-income workers. 
Thirteen percent of the overall U.S. working 
population has access to any type of paid 
parental leave, per the U.S. Department 
of Labor. A study from Boston Consulting 
Group shows that just 6% of low-income 
workers have access to paid parental leave; 
22% of the highest-paid workers have access. 
This hits especially hard considering that 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture cites the 
average cost of raising a child under the age 
of 1 at nearly $11,000 a year for a parent 
with a $59,000 annual income.

Three Companies’ Approaches 
to Paid Parental Leave
Many HR professionals are taking note 
of the demand from employees. Leading 
the charge are some of the nation’s large, 
Fortune 1000 employers.

For example, multinational financial 
services giant American Express recently 
implemented a paid parental leave 
policy for its 21,000-plus employees, 
calling it a win-win for both employees 
and the company.
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While many HR professionals  
agree that paid parental leave is a 
good idea, they differ in opinion 

as to who should pay for it. 
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1 It costs too much. 

In some industries where the 
competition for talent is particularly 
tough, such as IT and health care, 
offering paid parental leave can mean 
not spending money on recruiting and 
training new employees every year or 
two. “Paid parental leave can certainly 
add more company costs,” Sanicola 
said. “However, the investment may 
be worth the return in increased 
employee loyalty and engagement. In 
addition, such a benefit will most likely 
help with employee attraction and 
retention objectives. It is important to 
make certain that this is a benefit that 
your employees desire and will make 
a difference in their lives. 
 “In most cases, companies can 
design a paid leave program within 
the scope of their budget with some 
creative thinking and planning. 
There also may be ways to design 
the benefits so costs are spread out 
over a longer period.”

2 Senior management and  
the board of directors will 

never buy in.  

It’s all about the data. You’ll need 
both external benchmarking data and 
internal data that support your busi-
ness case. Be prepared to address 
any concerns over lost productivity 
while individuals are on leave. Sani-
cola recommends having some 
assumptions and costs regarding 
potential usage of the paid parental 
leave benefit. In addition, focus on 
the benefits to the organization, 

such as increased productivity and 
reduced absences. And think about 
the effect on workplace flexibility.

3 Should my organization 
really make it available to all 

employees? 

Maybe, maybe not, Sanicola said. For 
some companies, it’s common and 
acceptable to have different benefits 
eligibility and levels among different 
employment classifications. But 
it’s important to make sure this 
doesn’t send the wrong message to 
employees about how the company 
values them. If the company does 
go that route, be prepared to 
state a strong business case for 
doing so and communicate that to 
employees. In addition, consider that 
crosstraining or using temporary 
workers to fill the void may be more 
expensive in some positions or 
specialty areas than others.

4 It’s going to be a pain to 
administer. 

This could certainly be the case, 
especially in those states or cities 
where there are mandated paid 
parental leave requirements. For 
example, Renovate America must 
work in conjunction with Cali-
fornia Family Rights Act (CFRA) 
requirements, which can be quite 
complicated. HR professionals 
must understand existing disability 
and unpaid leave requirements and 
figure out where the company’s paid 
leave should fit in.

5 Can I track the ROI? 

With most leave programs, 
you can track absences. In addi-
tion, you can review any overtime or 
temporary workers used during the 
employee’s leave. And it is possible 
to measure ongoing productivity 
during the leave. The best ROI 
tracking would be qualitative, such 
as employee engagement scores 
(relative to questions around that 
specific benefit), employee feedback, 
focus groups and interviews with 
employees returning from leave, 
when compared to those individuals 
who didn’t have access prior to the 
leave policy’s inception. 
 “There is also a return on value 
(ROV) that encompasses the needs 
of employees and their families,” 
Stanley said. “They bring their whole 
selves to work and that includes their 
family as well. How does an orga-
nization value that?”

6 How do I make sure it  
integrates with our culture? 

“For us, it’s been one of the benefits 
that’s been mentioned on Glass-
door,” said Renovate America’s 
Crockett. “It’s one of those things 
that employees are appreciative of, 
even if the employees don’t have a 
reason to use it.” Any paid parental 
leave program should be aligned 
with company values and business 
objectives and balanced with the 
needs of the workforce.
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“Paid parental leave has a far-reaching 
positive impact on the mental and physical 
health of employees and their families,” 
said David Kasiarz, senior vice president 
of global total rewards and learning at 
American Express, in a recent interview 
with Employee Benefits News.
“From an employer perspective, providing 
such a benefit ensures that both moms and 
dads will take the needed time to bond 
with their new child and return to the 
workplace a loyal and engaged employee,” 
Sanicola said. “The results in the workplace 
are very positive, as women are more 
likely to return to their careers, and men 
can be more involved in the lives of their 
children. Beginning a family can be quite 
overwhelming, and companies that provide 
such a benefit enable their employees to 
focus on their immediate needs, without 
having to worry about their jobs and 
immediate finances, as they prepare for the 
future. This increases workplace produc-
tivity and overall employee engagement.”

Erie Insurance is a multiline insurance 
company with more than 5,000 employees. 
The benefits team recognized an oppor-
tunity to further align the company’s 
commitment to doing the right thing with its 
benefits practices.
As a first step, Erie started offering 

mothers and fathers of newborns or newly 
adopted children one week of 100% 
paid leave in 2015. The program was so 
popular and successful at encouraging 
healthy and happy employees, that the 

company started offering two weeks of paid 
leave the next year.

Diane Kupniewski, CCP, absence manage-
ment manager for Erie, said the program has 
been well-received by employees, the board 
of directors and senior leadership.
“The decision was a no-brainer for leader-
ship,” she said. “After the success of the first 
year, decision makers were on board with 
increasing it to two weeks.”

For some companies, working with state  
or city guidelines makes it more difficult, 
but as a recruitment tool, paid parental 
leave can make the difference between top 
talent and mediocre talent.
“Paid parental leave is a benefit that 
distinguishes us from other employers,” 
said Hema Crockett, senior director of total 
rewards and systems at Renovate America 
Inc., based in California, one of the states 
with its own paid-leave requirements. “Not 
many companies in San Diego were offering 
it. We wanted to consider the family, not 
just the individual. From a retention and 
engagement perspective, it can’t be beat.”
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Is It Time to Follow the Herd?
While the challenges are numerous, for 
companies looking for an edge in the 
war for talent, paid parental leave may 
just be the answer. And its popularity is 
growing. The WorldatWork/Mercer “Survey 
of Paid Parental Leave” found that 80% 
of organizations offer the benefit to some 
or all new-parent employees. And eligible 
employees receive their full salary/wages 
during the entire leave, with an average 
length of 4.1 weeks.
“Offering paid parental leave has more 
benefits than negatives,” Crockett said. 

“Adhering to our core values and how we 
want to treat our employees is a big part 
of it … the loyalty that it builds from the 
employee base.”

Stanley also pointed out that this can 
influence the employer’s reputation outside 
the walls of the company. “Being in such 
a social media society, one can’t help but 

take into consideration the perception 
from people outside of the organization 
as to how it treats its employees. That will 
certainly send a strong message regarding 
their culture.” 

Author’s Note: For information on the public policy 

perspective, read Capitol Perspective on page 16.

Jean Christofferson is WorldatWork’s managing editor. 

Contact her at jean.christofferson@worldatwork.org.

resources plus

For more information, books and 
education related to this topic, log 
on to worldatwork.org and use 
any or all of these keywords:

❙❙ Paid Leave

❙❙ FMLA

❙❙ New Parent Leave.

Average length 
of paid parental 

leave.

4.1 weeks
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