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Introduction 

UnidosUS, formerly the National Council of La Raza, is the largest national Hispanic*civil 
rights and advocacy organization in the United States. For more than 50 years, we have worked 
to advance opportunities for low-and moderate-income Latino families so they can achieve 
economic stability and build wealth. In this capacity, UnidosUS, with its network of nearly 300 
Affiliates—local, community-based organizations in 35 states, the District of Columbia, and 
Puerto Rico—provides education, health care, housing counseling, workforce development, and 
financial coaching programs to millions of citizens and immigrants in the United States annually. 

For more than two decades, UnidosUS has been actively engaged in policies and programs that 
boost Hispanic employment, provide for safe and fair workplaces, and improve the financial well-
being of Latinos. Our efforts combine original research, policy analysis, and advocacy to support 
policy solutions that will help advance the nation’s 28 million Latinos in the workforce. 
Additionally, the UnidosUS Workforce Development program seeks to ensure that the Latino 
community’s ability to contribute and share in our nation’s economic opportunities by designing 
linguistically and culturally appropriate workforce development programs, supporting programs 
that empower Latino workers, and facilitating knowledge-sharing of best practices.  

This statement provides a brief summary of the  access of Latinos to paid family leave. 
Moreover, it describes how lack of access to paid family leave widens the racial wealth gap, 
increases economic insecurity, and is detrimental to the nation’s economy.  

Background 

Latinos work hard. The Latino labor force participation rate of 65.9% is the highest of all major 
racial and ethnic groups in the United States.1 In addition, Latinos represent a substantial portion 
of the American workforce. According to U.S. Census Bureau estimates, Latinos will represent 
more than 75% of the growth in the labor force in the next eight years, and will compose one-
out-of-five workers by 2024.2  

Despite their high levels of labor force participation, Latinos lag behind other races and 
ethnicities in terms of earnings, benefits, and job quality; leaving many Latino workers and their 
families struggling to make ends meet.3 The concentration of Latinos in low-wage jobs leaves 
them with few employee benefits and constrains their ability to achieve economic security and 
build wealth.4 This is especially true for Latinas, who are concentrated in low-wage industries 
and occupations, earning on average just $5.38 an hour, compared to $15.96 per hour by White 
men in 2017.5  

Even though the Family Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA) provides guaranteed unpaid, job-
protected leave for eligible workers who need time off from work to care for their own illness, 
care for a new child, or to care for a seriously ill family member; a large percentage of workers 

* The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are used interchangeably by the U.S. Census Bureau and throughout this
document to refer to persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central and South American, Dominican, Spanish,
and other Hispanic descent; they may be of any race.
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are ineligible for FMLA protections. The FMLA only covers 55.9% of all workers, leaving 49.3 
million employees (44.1%) ineligible under the FMLA.6 Under the current law, 50% of working 
parents and 43% of women of childbearing age (18-44), are also not eligible for job-protected 
leave under the FMLA.7 Latinos are the least likely of any racial or ethnic group to be eligible for 
FMLA job-protected leave.8  Of all races and ethnicities, Latino working parents have the lowest 
rates of FMLA eligibility combined with the ability to afford to take unpaid time off of work, with 
less than 21%.9    

Many low-wage workers or workers of color are unable to afford to take unpaid leave. The Heller 
School for Social Policy and Management at Brandeis University estimates that even though 54% 
of working parents are eligible for FMLA leave, only 34% of parents are eligible and can afford to 
take unpaid leave.10 This is especially concerning, because Latino children represent 
approximately 25% of the U.S. population of children and Latinos are the only group in which the 
majority of households have children.11   

The Economic Consequences of Latinos’ Lack of Access to Paid 
Family Leave 

The vast majority of working people in the United States do not have access to paid family leave 
through their employer,12 and Latinos are the least likely of any racial or ethnic group to have 
access to paid family leave through their employer.13 Latinos have the lowest rates of access to 
paid parental leave at 25.1%, half the rate of Whites which is at 49.7%.  

The consequences of the lack of paid family leave for Latinos are especially severe because it 
exacerbates the racial wealth gap, impedes economic stability and security, and weakens the 
nation’s economy as a whole. 

Paid Family Leave and the Racial Wealth Gap 

The amount that an employee earns in their paycheck is only one of the types of compensation a 
worker can attain through their employment. Employers also provide employees with workplace 
benefits, such as employer-sponsored health insurance, paid time off from work, or a retirement 
plan. According to the Institute on Assets and Social Policy at Brandeis University, one-third of a 
working person’s compensation comes from the workplace benefits available to them.14  

Longstanding discriminatory practices present in the workplace have concentrated workers of 
color, especially Latinos, in occupations and industries that are both low-paid and that provide 
few workplace benefits.15 For many employees, the workplace can be a crucial access point for 
wealth-building opportunities, through paid sick leave, paid family leave, and flexible schedules, 
which increases workplace and economic stability.  According to the the Heller School, 
“employment benefits are the most direct contributors to wealth-building via the workplace.”16  

Paid Family Leave and Economic Security 
Most workers will experience at least one event that prevents them from working during their 
work-lives. When this event occurs, some workers will have access to paid leave through their 
employers, but statistically these workers are likely to be disproportionally White, older, 
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professionals with higher wages.17 As a result, people of color, workers in service occupations, 
low-wage workers, and younger workers are faced with two options: take an unpaid leave of 
absence or leave their job voluntarily. Either option wreaks havoc on their short and long-term 
economic security.  

According to the Center for American Progress, working families in the United States suffer at 
least $20.6 billion in lost wages each year because they lack access to paid family and medical 
leave.  

Paid Family Leave and the Nation’s Economy 

The United States is an outlier among all other advanced economies, and developing nations, in 
terms of paid family leave. Other developed countries provide greater access to paid maternity 
leave, while the United States does not.18 Women are more often affected by the lack of paid 
family leave program because of the physical realtities of childbirth and because mothers and 
their adult daughters are the most likely to provide care to children or aging parents.19 While the 
labor force participation of women in the United States has remained high, it has declined 
compared to other advanced economies, mostly due to the lack of paid family leave.20 According 
to the former U.S. Department of Labor Chief Economist, Heidi Shierholz, the United States 
would have an additional five million women in the labor force and more than $500 billion in 
additional economic growth per year, if women participated in the labor force at the same level 
as women in Canada or Germany.21 

Conclusion 
Latinos, like the vast majority of workers in the United States, have inadequate access to paid 
family leave. Without this important benefit, many Latino workers will be faced with the difficult 
choice of either making ends meet or taking care of themselves or a loved one at the expense of 
their economic security. This lack of paid family leave not only harms Latino families, it also 
weakens the U.S. economy.    
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