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CALIFORNIA’S PAID FAMILY  

LEAVE PROGRAM 
 

TEN YEARS AFTER THE PROGRAM’S IMPLEMENTATION,  

WHO HAS BENEFITED AND WHAT HAS BEEN LEARNED? 
 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

\July 1, 2014, marks the 10-year anniversary of the implementation of the Paid Family 

Leave (PFL) program in California. The state was the first in the country to offer paid 

family leave and today remains one of only three that do.  

 

Paid family leave is a tool that individuals and families can use to maintain some 

income while taking time off from work to bond with a new child or provide care  

for a seriously ill family member. Studies have shown paid family leave policies have 

had positive impacts on infant and maternal health, have been associated with greater  

labor-force attachment (women retaining jobs into their pregnancy and returning  

to work after giving birth), and have resulted in increased wages for some women 

(perhaps as a result of lessened interruption to employment resulting from greater 

labor-force attachment).1 
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Yet, despite paid family leave’s role in offering employees the flexibility to tend to 

family matters, there is no federal paid family leave law in the United States—it is  

the only advanced industrialized nation that does not provide paid maternity leave, 

and one of only a few that do not provide family and medical leave insurance. The 

availability of such leave is limited primarily to individual state policies and employer 

practices; aside from California, only two states have paid family leave laws, and in 

2013, only 12 percent of U.S. civilian workers had access to employer-provided paid 

family leave. 

 

Californians’ access to paid family leave was increased greatly with the passage  

of Senate Bill 1661 (Kuehl, Chapter 901, Statutes of 2002). In the decade since the  

state’s implementation of PFL, more than 1.8 million claims have been filed, and 

approximately 1.7 million approved.2 However, evidence suggests there are many 

Californians eligible for PFL who are not using it;3 a look at who is using PFL and  

usage trends can help inform outreach efforts and possible policy changes aimed at 

increasing access to the program. 

 

Current patterns of PFL use in the state are presented in the following pages and 

include the following highlights:  
 

 

 There has been an increase in PFL applications over time; currently, more than 

200,000 claims are filed annually. Between 2004 and 2013, 93.6 percent of claims 

were approved. 

 The proportion of claims filed by men has nearly doubled from 17.3 percent in  

2004 to 30.2 percent in 2013.  

 The proportional increase in claims filed by men has been driven almost exclusively 

by an increase in bonding claims filed by men.   

 Most bonding claims are filed by women and men between ages 21 to 40 years, 

while most care claims are filed by women and men between ages 31 to 60 years.  

In both the bonding and care categories, the claimants’ ages have shifted to older 

individuals since 2004. 

 In 2013 slightly more than one-fifth of PFL claims were made by individuals in the 

highest income bracket: annual salaries of more than $84,000. Just under one-fifth  

of claims were made by those in the two lowest income brackets: annual salaries of 

less than $12,000, and between $12,001 and $24,000. The percentage of claimants in 

the two lowest income brackets has decreased gradually over the past nine years. 

 The proportion of claimants for both bonding and care leave who earn incomes in 

the highest recorded brackets (more than $72,000 annually) have nearly doubled 

since 2005 (the first full year of the program’s implementation) to 2013, increasing 

from 13.8 percent to 26.3 percent for bonding, and from 16.1 percent to 30.8 percent 
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for care. The proportion of claimants with incomes in the two lowest brackets 

have steadily decreased from 2005 to 2013, from 29.7 percent to 21.1 percent  

of all bonding claims, and from 16.7 percent to 10.8 percent of all care claims.  

 Claimants for both bonding and care leave with incomes in the lowest bracket  

have remained, by far, the smallest proportion of claimants since the program  

began in 2004. 

 Over the past decade, more than one-fourth of female claimants consistently have 

had low incomes (up to $24,000 per year), while fewer than 10 percent of men have. 

 Conversely, over the last decade the proportion of male claimants with higher-end 

incomes (over $72,000 per year) has grown from 26.3 percent to 36.2 percent, while 

the proportion of female claimants in the same earnings bracket has grown from  

11.1 percent to 22.9 percent. 

 The relatives most often receiving care from claimants are parents and spouses,  

but this pattern differs for female and male claimants; the largest proportion of  

care claims filed by females is for care of a parent, and the largest proportion  

filed by males is for care of a spouse. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

On July 1, 2004, California implemented the first state paid family leave program in the 

country. This program was authorized by the passage of Senate Bill 1661 (Chapter 901, 

Statutes of 2002), authored by Senator Sheila Kuehl, and signed in September 2002. 

 

While the federal Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) and the California Family Rights 

Act (CFRA) provide for up to 12 weeks per year of job protection for an employee who 

takes leave for bonding or care, these protections apply only to employees of businesses 

employing at least 50 workers. California’s State Pregnancy Disability Leave (PDL) 

applies to a broader range of workers—those working for businesses with five or more 

employees—offering up to four months of job-protected leave (per pregnancy) for 

pregnancy, childbirth, or a related medical condition. However, FMLA, CFRA, and  

PDL do not offer the guarantee of any wage replacement. A 2012 survey by the U.S. 

Department of Labor found that the main reason employees in the United States did  

not take FMLA was because they could not afford to take it. 

 

For the majority of California employees, this disincentive has been addressed to some 

degree: partial-wage replacement became available in 2004 through the adoption of 

PFL. Built on California’s temporary State Disability Insurance (SDI) program, the  

PFL is funded through a payroll tax (1 percent total for both SDI and PFL on the first 

$101,636 of wages in 2014) on all SDI-eligible workers in the state. Workers eligible  
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by women has remained relatively static since 2006, but as more men have claimed PFL 

to bond with a new child, the length of time they have taken also has increased. In 2006 

women took bonding leaves that were 48 percent longer (1.72 weeks) than men, but by 

2013 the differences in the average claim length had decreased, and the women’s 

bonding leave was only 23 percent longer (1 week) than the men’s bonding leave. 

 

Younger adults have used PFL for bonding with a new child more than any other age 

group: claims overwhelmingly were made by claimants aged 40 and younger, with the 

largest proportion made by those under age 30 early in the program, although recently 

this has shifted to claimants older than 30. Beginning in 2012, 31- to 40-year-olds 

surpassed 21- to 30-year-olds as the group filing the most claims. By 2013 more than 

half (51.6 percent) of all bonding claims were made by those in the 31 to 40 age group, 

accounting for a nearly 11 percent higher share of all bonding claims than those filed  

by 21- to 30-year-olds (40.6 percent). The proportion of all bonding claims made by  

41- to 50-year-olds also has increased since the beginning of the program, from under  

5 percent before 2011 to 6.2 percent in 2013. 

 

The shift toward higher use of PFL by older age groups might be the result of a few 

factors: the trend of more women starting families later in life,9 younger employees 

having greater difficulty with taking leave for financial reasons (such as earning lower 

incomes than older, more established employees), or effects caused by the relatively 

larger proportion of male claimants (for instance, if the average age of a male claimant 

is older).  

 

The income distribution of bonding claimants reflects the same general trends as that 

for all PFL claimants. That is, the smallest proportion of claimants had incomes in the 

lowest bracket ($12,000 or less), a majority had low-to-moderate incomes ($12,001 to 

$48,000), and the proportion that had incomes in the top bracket (over $72,000) was 

greater than that with incomes in the lowest bracket.10 Since 2005 there has been a shift 

toward a growing proportion of claims filed by individuals with higher incomes, as 

shown in Chart 8.  
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From 2010 to 2013, most care claims (69 percent over 4 years) were filed to care for a 

parent or spouse (in nearly equal numbers), followed by caring for a child (20.8 percent 

over 4 years). But when care claimants are separated into groups by gender, the data 

show that women have been the primary filers of PFL care claims. 

 

Women and men filed care claims in nearly equal numbers to care for a spouse or 

registered domestic partner, yet more than 75 percent of care claims for parents and 

more than 80 percent of care claims for a seriously ill child were filed by women. Of  

all the care claims filed by men, nearly half (48.7 percent) were for care of a spouse;  

in contrast, the largest proportion of care claims filed by women was for care of a  

parent (39.6 percent). 

 

On July 1, 2014, Senate Bill 770 (Chapter 350, Statutes of 2013), authored by Senator 

Hannah-Beth Jackson, expands the scope of the PFL program to include time off to  

care for a seriously ill grandparent, grandchild, sibling, or parent-in-law. This broader 

eligibility increases access to PFL and may impact how women and men, young and 

old, and low- and high-income earners use this benefit for family care. 

 

 

USE OF PAID FAMILY LEAVE 
 

In 2013, 94.7 percent of PFL claims were approved—a proportion in line with claim 

approval rates over the history of PFL in California. From 2004 to 2013 the overall claim 

approval rate was 93.6 percent, which was slightly higher than the SDI approval rate for 

the same time frame of about 90 percent. 

 

In 2013 the average weekly PFL benefit was $537.60. Chart 12 shows the average weekly 

benefit by age range and gender. Overall, the average benefit for women was $498.13, 

and the average for men was $629.49. This is not surprising, given that PFL benefit 

amounts are based on income, and a greater percentage of male claimants earn higher 

incomes compared to women. 
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for more outreach to employees who could benefit from PFL if they were aware of  

the program.  

 

Policy considerations that might help strengthen the PFL program in the future include: 
 

 Reviewing the wage-replacement rate 

 Offering job protection 

 Increasing outreach efforts, particularly efforts aimed at educating those who  

are least aware of PFL’s benefits (such as low-income and immigrant workers)12  

 

The PFL program now enters its second decade in California, and as of July 1, 2014, the 

changes adopted with the passage of Senate Bill 770 will go into effect, extending PFL 

care-leave coverage to grandparents, grandchildren, parents-in-law, and siblings. 

California policymakers and other stakeholders should continue to monitor the impact 

of this groundbreaking state legislation to ensure the employee-funded program is 

accessible to the state’s wide range of workers, as it could serve as a valuable tool for 

assisting them with the difficult job of balancing both career and family. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Written by Brie Lindsey, PhD, and Daphne Hunt. The California Senate Office  

of Research is a nonpartisan office charged with serving the research needs of  

the California State Senate and assisting Senate members and committees with  

the development of effective public policy. It was established by the Senate Rules 

Committee in 1969. For more information and copies of this report, please visit 

www.sen.ca.gov/sor or call (916) 651-1500. 
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