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Media portrayals of the contemporary working woman have 
successfully disseminated the notion that a woman is capable 
of having it all; that is to say, by means of her tremendous 
work ethic and unwavering perseverance, a woman has the 
capacity to acquire an education and career equivalently 
successful to that of her male counterparts, simultaneously 
attending to her traditional role as wife and mother. The 
supreme juggler of public and private life is the most adequate 
characterization of today’s woman. Although the media 
effectively propagates the impression that women have 
boundless opportunities and have heretofore made 
unprecedented career advances, the realities of the workplace 
are massively inauspicious. Furthermore, while the notion that 
women can have it all—that is, career and family—has 
infiltrated the American psyche, America’s social legislation 
perpetually fails to recognize that the work ascribed to women 
in the home—housework, child care, and nurturing—is 
extremely taxing and laborious: demanding time, energy, and 
skill. Sociological research continuously substantiates the 
reality that women attend to the majority of work in the home 
despite their increasing participation in the workforce; 
moreover, women pay a steeper economic price for becoming 
mothers (Kelly, Parameswaran, and Schniedewind 175). The 
question raised here is: how can the American government 
alleviate the work-family imbalance predominantly shouldered 
by women? Examination of gender inequalities vis-à-vis 
women’s role in the workforce and family reveals that federally 
implemented family-friendly policies—specifically paid 
maternity and paternity—would address the unique family-
work imbalance shouldered predominantly by women, 
concomitantly benefitting families overall.  
 
Before attaining adequate comprehension of how social 
policies can garnish gender equity in the United States, one 
must first gather a fundamental conceptualization of women’s 
present dilemma concerning the work-family balance. In “An 
Overview of Women and Work,” Ellen Bravo and Gloria Santa 
Anna, former co-directors, and Linda Meric, current director of 
9to5 National Association of Working Women, articulate the 
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unique problems women face in the workforce, focusing on 
pay, work-family balance, and welfare specifically (Bravo, Santa 
Anna, and Meric 177). Citing surveys conducted by the US 
Department of Labor in conjunction with sociological and 
economical scholarly research, the group argues that the 
workplace (and the policies institutionalized within it) has 
failed to keep pace with the transforming demographic of the 
average twenty-first century family. For example, in 2010, 
fewer than one in five married families with children 
maintained the stereotypical setup of Dad as breadwinner, 
with Mom full-time at home (Bravo, Santa Anna, and Meric 
179). Moreover, Human Rights Watch (HRW) reports that in 
the United States, mothers are identified as the primary or co-
breadwinner in more than 19 million families with children, 
and 70 percent of all children live in households where all 
adults are in the labor force (“Failing Its Families”).  
 
Though contemporary married women with children under age 
six are four times more likely to be in the paid labor force as 
they were in 1950, American workforce public policy has failed 
to address the increased presence and unique necessities of 
females in the workplace. This failure is decidedly poignant 
considering it undermines Americans’ values and expectations 
relative to motherhood, families, and public policy. Speaking to 
the topic of motherhood, Ann Crittenden, an economic 
journalist based in Washington D.C. and author of The Price of 
Motherhood: Why the Most Important Job in the World is Still 
the Least Valued, articulates that Americans—socialized in a 
culture that reveres motherhood—recognize the intrinsic value 
of women’s traditional familial role:  
 
In the United States, motherhood is as American as apple pie. 
No institution is more sacrosanct; no figure is praised more 
fulsomely . . . child rearing is the most important job in the 
world . . . in the modern economy, two-thirds of all wealth is 
created by human skills, creativity and enterprise—what is 
known as “human capital.” And this means parents who are 
conscientiously and effectively rearing children are literally, in 
the words of economist Shirley Burrggraf, “the major wealth 
producers of our economy.” (Crittenden 18) 
 
Crittenden affirms that the principles of American society and 
economy reflect a decidedly pro-mother attitude, yet she 
argues that American business, government, and law fail to 
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reflect these sustained values. Furthermore, HRW contends 
that public polls show overwhelming support for legislation 
meant to assist working families by alleviating the unique 
burdens of the family-work imbalance. In a 2010 survey of 
registered voters, 76 percent of respondents endorsed laws 
that would provide maternity and paternity leave, as well as 
leave for general family care (e.g., family medical 
emergencies); 69 percent endorsed paid sick day laws; and 82 
percent said they would support a political representative who 
would advocate for stronger laws pertaining to anti-
discrimination and unfair treatment in the workplace (“Failing 
Its Families”). Realistically, if motherhood and family comprise 
the core of American morals, concomitantly serving an 
economical function and representing a fundamental necessity 
to the successful promulgation of American society, how could 
American political legislation fail to reflect these truths?  
 
One could argue that the passage of the Family and Medical 
Leave Act (FMLA) in 1993 marked a successful progression 
towards addressing this issue; this law allows women and men 
to take up to 12 weeks unpaid leave to care for a new child; a 
seriously ill child, spouse, or parent; or to attend to personal 
illness. However, careful scrutiny illuminates the 
disappointingly narrow impact of this bill, particularly in 
regards to its failure to address the unique needs of women. 
The bipartisan Commission on Leave published an assessment 
of the bill’s effectiveness in 2000, and revealed women were 
statistically most likely to be ineligible or unable to afford 
leave; of those who required leave but did not take it, 78 
percent confirmed they had done so because they could not 
afford to lose their wages (Bravo, Santa Anna, and Meric 179). 
Additionally, interviews by HRW of 64 parents nationwide 
illuminate the detrimental consequences of unpaid versus paid 
leave. Consequential to short and unpaid leaves, parents 
reported delaying immunizations and healthcare visits for 
babies; physical and mental health problems for parents; early 
cessation of breast-feeding and miserable conditions for 
pumping; financial hardship; debt; demotion; denials of raises 
and promotions; and loss of health insurance (“Failing Its 
Families”). An interview with Jessica S., a mother of two from 
Westchester, New York reveals the particularly detrimental 
realities of loss of health insurance because of unpaid leave. 
Jessica articulates that her decision to take 12 months leave 
from work after the birth of her second child consequently left 
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her ineligible for health insurance through her employer. As a 
result, Jessica was forced to invest in privatized health 
insurance that rendered her upwards of five thousand dollars 
in credit card debt after 12 months, as she had zero income 
during this period to offset the expense.  
 
The combination of the United States’ failure to conceptualize 
caring as work paired with the inadequacies of current social 
policy underscore the demand for change; those who provide 
family care must be perceived as productive citizens, and as 
such must be valued socially, legally, and economically if 
America’s gender inequalities are to be alleviated and a family-
work balance achieved. The implementation of family-friendly 
employment practices at the legislative level—principally paid 
family leave—offers the most potent solution to these issues. 
In June 2007, Family-Friendly Employment Practices were 
brought to the floor of the Joint Economic Committee. Vice-
Chairmen Carolyn Maloney, a representative of New York and 
registered Democrat, asserted that American workers, 
businesses, and the overall economy would benefit from 
upgraded workplace policies such as extended maternity and 
paternity leave, increased childcare, more paid sick and 
vacation time, and flexible work schedules (“Family-Friendly 
Employment Practices”). Furthermore, witnesses of the Joint 
Committee session testified regarding the findings of the 
Government Accountability Office’s report on policies used to 
help women balance work and caregiver responsibilities 
abroad. These testimonies overwhelmingly sustained the 
notion that family-friendly employer legislation has effectively 
addressed women’s unique work-family predicament in 
European countries, and that similar policies could earn equal 
successes domestically (“Family-Friendly Employment 
Practices”).  
 
Those hesitant to interfere in America’s comparatively laissez-
faire workplace are undoubtedly skeptical of family-friendly 
policy initiatives, and have scrutinized propositions of federally 
funded paid leave on social and economic fronts, claiming 
social policy cannot enact social change (i.e., alter gender 
conceptions) and that the policy’s economic inefficiency would 
burden businesses and be costly to the government and 
subsequently taxpayers. Addressing the former, examination of 
legislation enacted internationally affirmatively reveals that 
social policy giving every parent the right to one year’s paid 
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leave would improve infant care after the birth of a new 
biological or adopted child, increase family income, enhance 
fathers’ emotional ties to their offspring, and foster economic 
equality between husbands and wives (Crittenden 224). In 
reference to the latter, studies show that the overall costs of 
maternity, paternity, and parental leave relative to population 
and gross domestic product (GDP) are miniscule, even in 
countries with comparatively generous institutionalized leave 
benefit programs. For example, in countries in the European 
Union and the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and 
Development, public expenditures on maternity leave average 
0.3 percent of GDP (“Failing Its Families”). Additionally, data on 
poverty affirms the financial importance of paid family leave 
after childbirth or adoption considering these instances and 
poverty are positively correlated, particularly in female-headed 
households. As increased poverty is disadvantageous to all 
consumer economies, the positive effects of paid leave cannot 
be ignored. Furthermore, businesses could benefit from such 
reforms through reduced turnover; savings on recruitment and 
training costs consequential to retaining seasoned employees; 
and increased productivity and employee loyalty (“Failing Its 
Families”). 
 
Governments globally have successfully addressed the massive 
growth of women in the workforce over the past century by 
enacting public policies that help reconcile work and family 
obligations. Perceived now as a guaranteed necessity for the 
benefit of working families, these policies generally include 
paid paternity and maternity leave for new parents, flexible 
scheduling, breast feeding and pumping accommodations, paid 
sick days that can be used for family care, and prohibitions on 
workplace discrimination based on family responsibilities. 
Notably, of all of these policies, paid maternity leave is 
practically universal. Nevertheless, only three countries 
conclusively offer no legal guarantee of paid maternity leave: 
Papua New Guinea, Swaziland, and the United States—making 
America the only consolidated democracy and industrialized 
nation to deny such benefits. This reality is unacceptable. As 
members of a civil society that fully recognizes the value of 
motherhood and family, we must present a unified front in our 
workplace communities and in government by adamantly and 
persistently vocalizing the necessity of paid family leave in our 
country.  
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