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PAID	FAMILY	AND	MEDICAL	LEAVE	ROI	FRAMEWORK  
	
Panorama	is	studying	how	U.S.	employers	understand	the	impact	of	their	paid	family	and	medical	leave	
(PFML)	programs.	While	some	findings	have	been	shared	on	the	impacts	businesses	have	seen	after	
adopting	PFML	programs,	a	thorough	analysis	of	the	costs	and	returns	of	a	policy	does	not	exist.	In	the	
absence	of	this	information,	stakeholders	are	left	with	an	incomplete	picture	of	the	investment	required	
to	implement	and	manage	a	paid	leave	program,	as	well	as	the	potential	returns	that	it	offers.	
	
To	help	companies	understand	the	impact	of	their	policies,	Panorama	has	created	a	framework	that	
outlines	the	costs	(inputs)	and	benefits	(outputs)	associated	with	paid	family	and	medical	leave.	We	
believe	this	to	be	a	starting	point	from	which	companies	can	better	understand,	evaluate,	and	measure	
the	impact	of	their	policies	to	make	strategic	decisions	for	both	their	workforce	and	their	bottom	lines.	
	
Some	considerations	must	be	taken	into	account	when	trying	to	measure	the	ROI	of	PFML,	both	in	
understanding	this	framework	and	in	generally	understanding	the	ROI	of	paid	leave.	

• While	policy	inputs	are	upfront	and	often	straightforward	to	measure,	the	outputs	of	paid	leave	
policies	can	have	a	long	–	and	often	complicated	–	tail.	Some	returns	like	increased	retention	may	
become	apparent	quickly	after	a	company	enacts	a	policy,	while	broader	impacts	on	diversity	and	
inclusion	goals	may	take	years	to	see.	

• The	magnitude	of	both	inputs	and	outputs	depends	on	the	structure	of	the	policy,	organizational	
and	cultural	factors,	and	the	size	and	industry	of	the	company.	It	is	important	to	consider	all	
these	costs	and	benefits	within	the	context	of	company	nuances.	

• All	outputs	are	contingent	on	use	of	the	policy	–	employers	will	not	see	the	benefits	if	employees	
do	not	take	advantage	of	the	policy!	

• Perhaps	most	importantly	-	many	of	these	outputs	cannot	be	causally	linked.	It	is		
	
We	are	currently	workshopping	this	framework	with	HR	professionals,	corporate	leaders,	paid	leave	
advocates,	researchers,	and	stakeholders.	If	you	would	like	to	provide	feedback,	share	your	company’s	
story,	or	learn	more,	please	contact	us	at	paidleave@panoramaglobal.org	
	
	

COSTS:	 
	

Procedural	Costs:	Creating	a	paid	leave	policy	requires	effort	from	a	number	of	departments.	Time	and	
resource	costs	come	with	building	support	and	approving	the	benefit,	designing	the	policy,	coordinating	
with	finance	and	legal	teams,	determining	eligibility	and	scope,	and	spreading	awareness	among	
employees.i		

Minimize	your	cost:	The	Paid	Leave	Project,	an	initiative	by	Panorama	to	raise	awareness	of	the	benefits	of	a	comprehensive	paid	leave	
policy,	created	a	playbook	that	provides	helpful	tools	for	building	a	clear	business	case	to	company	leadership.	Resources	in	The	Paid	
Leave	Playbook	include	a	calculator,	a	sample	policy,	paid	leave	fact	sheets,	and	a	policy	template.	Use	Panorama’s	existing	resources	
and	Boston	Consulting	Group’s	tips	for	thoughtful	design	to	minimize	costs.	

	

Implementation	Costs:	Once	designed,	companies	must	integrate	the	policy	into	existing	operating	
systems.	One-time	costs	associated	with	implementing	a	policy	may	include	increased	resources	devoted	
to	familiarizing	human	resources	and	management	with	new	regulations,	integrating	the	policy	into	
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payroll	and	benefits	systems,	and	updating	handbooks,	policy	documents,	and/or	other	onboarding	
paperwork.	ii	

Minimize	your	cost:	Use	the	announcement	and	integration	of	your	paid	leave	policy	as	an	opportunity	to	highlight	the	other	employee	
benefits	and	their	guidelines.	Employees	will	appreciate	having	the	most	up-to-date	and	refreshed	information	on	the	workforce	
supports	in	place.	

	

Productivity:	While	the	wages	paid	to	salaried	employees	on	leave	are	already	captured	in	payroll,	
businesses	often	experience	the	additional	cost	of	lowered	productivity.iii	Particularly	in	specialized	fields,	
teams	can	experience	losses	in	both	efficiency	and	productivity	when	a	skilled	team	member	takes	leave.	
Though	employers	cannot	fully	eliminate	these	costs,	facilitating	leave	transition	meetings	and	
delineating	roles	and	responsibilities	prior	to	the	leave	can	help	minimize	lost	productivity.iv	

Minimize	your	cost:	Encourage	managers	to	develop	clear	transition	plans	with	the	employee	so	that	teams	have	all	the	knowledge	and	
resources	necessary	to	continue	work	in	their	leave.	Creating	job	resources,	getting	a	head	start	on	important	projects,	and	cross-
training	staff	can	all	help	maintain	a	high	level	of	productivity	and	reduce	costs.v			

	
Temporary	Worker	Wages	and/or	Overtime:	More	common	with	hourly	workers	and	generous	leave	
periods,	businesses	may	need	to	hire	a	temporary	employee	to	cover	the	workload	of	an	employee	on	
leave,	resulting	in	the	direct	cost	of	added	wages	and	benefits.	For	shorter	durations	of	leave	or	in	
specialized	fields	where	a	temporary	employee	could	not	easily	cover	work,	employers	may	find	it	more	
appropriate	to	cover	workload	with	overtime	hours	of	existing	employees,	which	is	a	federal	minimum	of	
time	and	one-half	the	regular	rate	of	pay.vi		

Minimize	your	cost:	Every	business	has	a	different	structure	and	operating	model,	and	will	need	to	manage	workforce	absences	in	
different	ways.	To	learn	more	about	approaches	to	workforce	management	for	paid	family	and	medical	leave	programs,	see	our	tool:	
“Guide	to	PFML	Workforce	Management”	to	understand	what	is	most	efficient	and	cost-effective	for	your	company.		

	
Procedural	and	Administrative	Focus:	Managing	a	paid	leave	policy	may	impose	heightened	indirect	costs	
on	human	resource	departments	stemming	from	processing	requests,	appeals,	and	complex	scheduling.	
Depending	on	how	work	coverage	is	handled,	businesses	may	incur	additional	costs	from	time	spent	
recruiting	and	onboarding	temporary	employees.	Redirection	of	administrative	focus	represents	an	
opportunity	cost	for	businesses,	as	resources	spent	on	managing	paid	leave	programs	may	divert	
attention	from	other	focuses	like	innovation,	training,	and	growth.vii	

Minimize	your	cost:	Online	parental	leave	platforms	can	help	minimize	administrative	costs	and	standardize	practices	across	your	
organization.	One	example	is	LeaveLogic,	which	saves	employers	an	average	of	71%	in	administrative	expenses	every	time	an	employee	
uses	a	leave	benefit.		

	

POLICY BENEFITS:  
	

Tax	Credits:	The	Tax	Cuts	and	Jobs	Act	of	2017	offers	employers	direct	dollar-to-dollar	financial	return	for	
paid	family	and	medical	leave	program	expenses.	Depending	on	the	percentage	of	an	employee’s	salary	
covered	during	leave,	employers	receive	a	federal	tax	credit	ranging	from	12.5%	to	25%	(for	50%	to	100%	
wage	replacement	on	a	sliding	scale)	to	help	offset	direct	programmatic	costs.viii-ix		

Maximize	your	return:	The	credit	is	available	to	companies	that	offer	paid	leave	voluntarily	(or	beyond	state	mandates)	for	employees	
that	earn	less	than	$72,000	annually.	Consider	expanding	your	benefits	to	lower	wage	employees	and/or	increasing	the	percent	of	
wages	covered	to	take	full	advantage	of	the	federal	credit.		



08/01/2018	

	
Absenteeism:	Paid	leave	helps	reduce	family-related	absenteeism	-	which	one	large	corporation	found	
accounts	for	52%	of	all	employee	absencesx	-	by	allowing	employees	to	control	their	schedule	with	
flexibility	to	balance	competing	work	and	life	pressures.xi	Paid	leave	policies	also	help	reduce	distractions	
and	encourage	psychological	“presenteeism.”	Employees	who	have	access	to	formalized	leave	are	more	
engaged	and	focused	when	at	work	without	having	to	worry	about	outside	responsibilities.xii,	xiii,	xiv		

Maximize	your	return:	Create	a	flexible	return	to	work	program	following	parental	leave	to	help	employees	adjust	back	to	work,	both	
physically	and	mentally,	when	they	are	ready.	PricewaterhouseCoopers	instituted	a	return	program	where	new	parents	can	work	at	
60%	hours	per	week	for	four	weeks	following	the	end	of	parental	leave	while	retaining	100%	of	their	salary.xv	Amazon	and	Spotify	also	
have	innovate	flexible	work	options	to	help	ease	parents	back	into	work.xvi	

	
Retention:	Paid	parental	leave	makes	it	more	likely	that	employees,	particularly	women,	will	return	to	
work	for	the	same	employer.	When	Google,	for	example,	increased	its	paid	maternity	leave	program	from	
12	to	18	weeks,	the	rate	of	female	turnover	after	maternity	leave	reduced	by	50%.xvii	Accenture	and	
Nestle	saw	similarly	positive	impacts	on	retention	after	implementing	policies.xviii-xix	Studies	confirm	that	
these	retention	benefits	hold	for	low-wage	workers.	Reducing	turnover	is	a	large	cost	saver	to	companies,	
with	economists	estimating	replacing	a	worker	costs	21%	of	the	position	salary	on	average,	xx	but	can	cost	
employers	upwards	of	200%	for	senior	or	executive	positions.xxi	As	employees	“appreciate”	in	value	to	a	
company	over	time,	holding	onto	them	after	a	period	of	paid	leave	has	even	greater	impact	to	the	
bottom	line.xxii	

Maximize	your	return:	Employees	will	be	more	incentivized	and	better	suited	to	remain	at	a	company	if	other	benefits	are	offered	to	
support	work-life	balance.	Other	benefits	such	as	secure	and	flexible	scheduling,	lactation	rooms,	concierge	services,	and	caregiving	
support	can	go	a	long	ways	in	helping	retain	your	most	valuable	resources.	A	new	app,	Cleo,	is	designed	to	ease	parents’	transitions	
back	to	work	by	providing	resources	and	connecting	users	with	experts	on	birth	preparation,	postpartum	care,	career	coaches,	and	
even	sleep;xxiii	according	to	Cleo’s	website,	93%	of	mothers	who	use	Cleo	return	to	work.xxiv	Another	great	example	is	Fifth	Third	Bank;	
after	not	seeing	the	results	they	anticipated	with	maternity	leave,	they	added	a	maternity	concierge	service	to	support	women	once	
they	returned	to	work.	The	bank	found	that	86%	of	women	who	enrolled	in	the	program	remained	at	work	six	months	after	taking	
leave,	compared	to	62%	of	women	who	did	not.xxv		

	

Talent	Attraction:	As	demand	grows	for	paid	family	leave,	it	is	not	surprising	that	such	policies	are	an	
increasingly	popular	differentiator	for	companies.	In	a	2016	survey	by	Deloitte,	77%	of	workers	with	
access	to	benefits	reported	that	the	amount	of	paid	parental	leave	had	some	influence	on	their	choice	of	
one	employer	over	another.xxvi	With	the	high-concentration	millennial	workforce	and	increasing	
prioritization	of	work-life	balance,	better	family	and	medical	leave	policies	give	employers	the	competitive	
edge	to	recruit	top	talent.xxvii		

Maximize	your	return:	Talent	attraction	is	not	a	given	with	the	introduction	of	a	paid	family	and	medical	leave	policy	–	benefits	must	be	
competitive	based	on	the	industry	and	geography	of	competitors.	As	experts	Hilary	Rau	and	Joan	C.	Williams	caution,	“Employers	often	
shoot	themselves	in	the	foot	by	designing	old-fashioned	leave	policies	that	undercut	their	recruitment.”xxviiiTo	increase	your	
competitiveness,	consider	increasing	the	amount	of	leave	given,	ensuring	a	broad	definition	of	family,	the	eligibility	of	your	full	
workforce,	or	implementing	innovative	add-on	benefits,	such	as	stipends	for	adoption	or	infertility	treatments.	

	
Satisfaction	and	Morale:	Private	U.S.	companies	interviewed	by	Panorama	emphasized	that	providing	
paid	family	leave	translates	into	better	satisfaction	and	morale	among	employees.	LinkedIn	surveys	of	
employees	show	that	satisfaction	with	maternity	leave	policies	are	strong	predictor’s	of	moms’	overall	
satisfaction	at	work.xxix	Furthermore,	following	the	passage	of	the	state	paid	leave	mandate,	California	
businesses	saw	similar	outcomes,	with	98.6%	of	employers	reporting	that	paid	leave	either	positively	or	
neutrally	impacted	employee	morale.xxx	Higher	morale	tends	to	lead	to	increased	performance	and	
creativity	–	happier	employees	provide	a	higher	quality	of	work,	have	more	attention	to	detail,	and	
contribute	to	higher	workplace	safety.xxxi	
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Maximize	your	return:	Consider	the	morale	of	all	employees,	not	just	those	accessing	the	paid	leave	benefit.	If	sloppy	management	of	
the	program	results	in	a	burden	to	team	members	or	is	perceived	as	unfair,	the	morale	of	the	workforce	at	large	may	decrease.	Start	by	
creating	an	equal	policy	across	all	employees.	Jennifer	Hyman,	the	co-founder	of	Rent	the	Runway,	just	extended	parental	benefits	to	
all	warehouse,	customer	service,	and	retail	employees,	not	just	salaried	corporate	employees,	to	address	inequities	in	the	benefits	
package	offered	to	hourly	workers.		

	
Engagement:	When	employees	feel	that	their	company	is	supporting	them,	they	become	more	engaged	
and	loyal,	expressed	through	hard	work	and	motivation	to	support	the	company.xxxii	Andee	Harris,	the	
chief	engagement	officer	at	HighGround,	defines	this	as	employees	going	“above	and	beyond”	in	their	
work.xxxiii	One	way	that	higher	engagement	has	been	observed	is	in	work	hours.	A	study	found	that	the	
usual	weekly	work	hours	of	employed	mothers	of	1-3	year	olds	increased	by	10	to	17%xxxiv	after	the	
passing	of	the	California	paid	leave	mandate,	while	other	research	shows	that	women	with	access	to	paid	
leave	work	two	to	three	hours	more	per	week	after	returning	to	work.xxxv	SAP	has	found	that	paid	leave	
drives	employee	engagement,	which	for	every	one	percent	increase	on	an	engagement	index	translates	
to	a	$75	million	increase	in	net	operating	profits.xxxvi	

Maximize	your	return:	Use	employee	leave	time	as	an	opportunity	to	upskill	covering	employees.	The	Gates	foundation	is	tracking	
employees	who	backfill	for	their	colleagues	and	have	seen	that	they	have	additional	opportunities	with	the	organization	as	a	result	of	
the	skills	they	learn	or	exemplify	during	the	coverage	period.xxxvii		Another	way	to	increase	engagement	is	to	continue	supporting	
parents	after	they	return.	EY	offers	career	and	family	coaching	programs,	dedicated	lactation	rooms,	and	back-up	child	care	that	
employees	report	help	make	them	feel	that	they’re	a	priority	and	EY	notices	as	their	most	engaged	employees.xxxviii	

	
Productivity	and	performance:	In	both	California	and	New	Jersey,	nine	out	of	ten	employers	reported	that	
implementing	paid	lead	policies	had	an	either	positive	or	net	neutral	effect	on	both	productivity	and	
profitability.	xxxix-xl	Higher	productivity	often	leads	to	higher	company	performance,	as	evidenced	by	an	EY	
study	that	found	92%	of	companies	with	a	paid	family	leave	policy	reported	that	that	it	had	a	positive	
effect	or	no	effect	on	profitability.xli	Some	studies	suggest	that	business	returns	are	particularly	high	when	
men	use	parental	leave	benefits,	finding	both	higher	employee	productivity	and	links	to	rising	company	
sales.xlii	

Maximize	your	return:	Many	of	the	benefits	of	PFML	policies	are	linked	to	increased	employee	and	workforce	productivity.	Ultimately	
this	means	that	the	higher	program	uptake,	the	higher	the	return.	Make	sure	the	benefit	does	not	only	exist	in	policy,	but	that	your	
business	has	a	work	culture	where	employees	feel	confident	using	the	benefit.	Executives	and	managers	should	act	as	role	models	and	
set	examples	from	the	top.xliii	

	
Healthcare	Cost	Savings:	Making	health	investments	in	the	workforce	such	as	offering	paid	family	and	
medical	leave	helps	increase	the	productivity	of	employees	and	lower	health	care	costs	to	the	
company.xliv-xlv	Early	data	from	Nestle’s	program	shows	that	among	families	using	paid	leave,	infant	
healthcare	costs	decreased	by	12%	and	mothers	filed	fewer	mental	health	claims.xlvi	The	effect	of	paid	
leave	on	mental	health	extends	over	time,	with	multiple	studies	showing	women	have	decreased	risks	of	
suffering	from	depression,	even	30	years	later,	if	they	have	access	to	generous	maternity	leave.xlvii-xlviii	

Other	health	impacts	include	increases	in	the	initiation	and	length	of	breastfeeding,	decreases	in	infant	
mortality,	increases	in	infant	care	and	vaccination	rates,	and	fewer	low-birth-weight	and	early-term	
babies	(particularly	for	children	of	single	and	African	American	mothers).xlix	

Maximize	your	return:	A	flexible	workplace	policy	will	allow	employees	to	take	care	of	both	their	family	needs	and	their	own.	Even	in	
the	happiest	times,	transitions	in	a	family	can	be	stressful	for	employees,	so	make	sure	they	have	time	to	address	their	own	physical	
and	mental	needs	in	addition	to	taking	care	of	family.	

	
Diversity	and	Inclusion:	Paid	family	and	medical	leave	can	help	retain	women	and	increase	female	
representation	as	part	of	diversity	and	inclusion	initiatives.	According	to	one	study,	women	who	take	paid	
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leave	are	93%	more	likely	to	be	in	the	workforce	9	to	12	months	after	a	child’s	birth	than	women	who	
take	no	leave,l	adding	to	a	well-established	positive	relationship	between	the	availability	of	leave	and	
labor	force	attachment	of	women.li	After	implementing	a	paid	leave	policy	at	ZestFinance,	the	company	
was	able	to	achieve	an	even	gender	split	in	their	C-Suite.lii	Increasing	gender	diversity	can	lead	to	higher	
productivity,	profitability,	work	quality,	employee	engagement,	and	retention,	as	well	as	simply	improving	
the	bottom	line.liii	An	analysis	of	2,500	companies	found	that	those	with	at	least	one	woman	on	the	board	
outperformed	those	with	no	women	by	26%.liv	If	diversity	can	encourage	higher	leadership	positions	filled	
by	women,	research	shows	that	businesses	can	experience	higher	operating	profits	and	stock	prices.lv		

Maximize	your	return:	Offering	paid	leave	can	improve	other	areas	of	diversity	and	inclusion	efforts	beyond	female	representation,	
including	closing	the	gender	pay	gap.		

	
Business	Outcomes: 

• Enhanced	Brand	Equity:	Improving	paid	leave	often	throws	the	media	spotlight	on	a	company.	
The	day	after	IKEA	enhanced	its	policy,	it	saw	coverage	in	such	outlets	as	the	Wall	Street	Journal,	
Fortune,	Forbes,	and	the	Washington	Post,	among	many	others.	Other	companies,	including	
Hilton,	likewise	received	significant	media	attention	after	announcing	a	paid	family	leave	policy,	
coverage	that	continued	well	after	the	initial	announcement.	Notably,	both	Hilton	and	IKEA	
announced	something	that	was	new	for	their	industries,	suggesting	that	there	is	a	halo	effect	for	
those	that	take	an	early	position	on	this	issue	or	design	their	policies	in	an	innovative	way.	
SurveyMonkey	recently	updated	their	benefits	policy	with	new	standards	to	ensure	that	contract	
and	vendors	receive	the	same	great	benefits	that	their	employees	do,	recognizing	it	wanted	to	
make	a	great	workplace	for	all	employees	to	work.	

• Reinforced	Company	Values:	For	many	companies,	expanding	paid	family	leave	is	driven	by	a	set	
of	values	and	a	desire	to	reinforce	them	throughout	the	organization.	Paid	family	leave	can,	for	
example,	signal	a	company's	commitment	to	its	employees.	Further,	it	can	enable	a	company	to	
show	its	support	for	diversity	and	equality	through	policies	that	are	gender	neutral,	that	provide	
leave	to	care	for	sick	family	members,	and	that	cover	same-sex	couples,	adoption,	surrogacy,	or	
foster	care.	

• Higher	Profits	and	Stock:	Paid	leave	policies	has	even	been	linked	to	higher	bottom	lines	for	
companies.	One	study	found	that	companies	with	a	paid	family	and	medical	leave	policy	had	2.5%	
higher	profits	than	firms	that	did	not.lvi	In	general,	a	work-family	policy	announcement	is	
associated	with	a	0.32%	share	price	increase	(on	the	day	announced).	For	industry	leaders,	this	
increase	can	be	as	high	as	0.94%.lvii		

Maximize	your	return:	Is	your	industry	already	a	leader?	Look	for	ways	to	expand	your	policy	to	increase	equity	across	your	employees,	
or	consider	expanding	your	benefits	package	to	support	other	areas	of	work-life	balance.	

	
Legal	Costs:	Implementing	a	comprehensive	policy	for	paid	leave	can	protect	companies	from	potential	
lawsuits	regarding	FMLA,	equity,	and	disability	leave.	In	2017,	both	JPMorgan	and	Estee	Lauder	
Companies	Inc.	were	charged	with	gender	discrimination	suits	by	offering	less	parental	leave	to	new	
fathers	than	their	female	counterparts.lviii-lix	Estee	Lauder	settled	for	$1.1	million	dollars	to	resolve	the	
case,	and	updated	it’s	policy	to	administer	equal	leave	using	a	sex-neutral	criteria.lx	The	ACLU	recently	
launched	a	lawsuit	against	AT&T	for	pregnancy	discrimination.lxi	Not	only	have	the	frequency	of	legal	
cases	around	paid	leave	greatly	increased,	with	cases	related	to	eldercare	up	650%	in	the	past	ten	
years,lxii	there’s	also	a	higher	likelihood	of	cases	being	settled	in	favor	of	the	plaintiff	(compared	to	
employment	cases	in	general).lxiii		
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Maximize	your	return:	Whether	or	not	you	operate	in	a	state	or	locality	with	paid	leave	laws,	expanding	beyond	mandated	policies	
care	ensure	your	benefits	fall	safely	within	legal	limits	and	comply	with	ERISA.	Higher	benefits	will	boost	employee	satisfaction,	talent	
attraction,	and	brand	equity.	Additionally,	extending	paid	leave	will	reduce	legal	complications	of	managing	a	system	across	different	
patchwork	requirements.		
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