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Paid parental leave has countless benefits for workers, children and families. It is also critical to attracting and
retaining a high-quality workforce. A growing number of employers across Kentucky recognize this reality, with
large private companies such as Amazon and Norton Healthcare, along with public entities such as Louisville
Metro Government and Fayette County Public Schools providing paid parental leave to employees who
welcome a child to their family.

But Kentucky’s 33,000 state employees have no such benefit. When their families grow, they are forced to use
paid sick leave or vacation time they may have accumulated or take unpaid leave if they wish to spend time at
home with their new child. In some cases, they may simply take no leave at all. This shortcoming creates
challenges for growing families and contributes to employee turnover and already severe hiring difficulties in
state government.! When state government is short-staffed, Kentuckians’ access to public services such as child
welfare or unemployment becomes less efficient, and maintenance of public infrastructure is hindered. This
situation can and should be corrected through an administrative regulation through the personnel cabinet, or
through legislation, such as what was proposed in Senate Bill (SB 142) during the 2024 Kentucky General
Assembly. In either case, despite the many benefits, it would require minimal state investment. 2

Many employers that compete with state government for employees offer paid parental leave

Many Kentucky employers competing with the state to attract and retain workers already offer competitive
benefit packages that provide paid time off for employees welcoming new children into their families.? These
employers include public and private universities, local governments, public school systems, hospitals and large
private companies. Paid leave policies are especially common at employers similar to state government in that
they have large workforces and a significant share of jobs filled by workers with college degrees. This imbalance
puts the state at a disadvantage when it comes to hiring and retaining workers. Younger people, especially
those planning to have families, will likely consider the state’s paid leave policies as they decide if they should
enter a career in state government or pursue other options. Similar Kentucky employers with paid parental leave
policies include:

e Northern Kentucky University, Bellarmine University, the University of Kentucky and the University of
Louisville are among the state’s higher education institutions that offer paid parental leave to their
employees.* Northern Kentucky University provides six weeks of paid leave to full-time employees
after the birth, adoption or foster care placement of a new child. A representative from its human
resources department described the policy as “well received” by employees since its implementation in
2022 and said most new hires expect this benefit or something similar.®

e Since July of 2021, Lexington-Fayette Urban County Government has offered employees four weeks of
fully paid leave following a birth or adoption and two weeks of paid leave for employees accepting
foster care placements. Administrators have seen the value of the policy and are considering expanding
the four weeks of leave to all qualifying events, including foster care placements.®

e Since December 2022, the City of Frankfort has provided six weeks of fully paid leave for its employees
welcoming new children through birth, adoption, foster care, or surrogacy.”

e Since July 2021, Louisville Metro Government has provided 12 weeks of paid leave to its employees
welcoming a child through birth or adoption and two weeks to those accepting a child in foster care.®

e Norton Healthcare and UK Healthcare offer four and two weeks of paid parental leave, respectively.’
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e  The public school districts of Jefferson, Fayette, Franklin and Oldham counties have added paid family
leave policies — all in the last two years.”°

e Large private companies Amazon, Humana, Ford and Lexmark offer paid parental leave benefits."
Amazon offers up to 20 weeks of fully paid time off for birthing parents and up to six weeks of paid
parental leave to supporting parents following births or adoption.”

A paid parental leave policy for state workers would put Kentucky more in line with other states

While many workers are entitled to take unpaid parental leave under the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA),
there is currently no federal law guaranteeing access to paid parental leave in either the public or the private
sector. At least 13 states and Washington D.C. have enacted legislation to create mandatory paid parental leave
programs for all employees, which typically operate either through social or private insurance systems.® As of
the beginning of 2024, 38 states had a paid parental leave policy for state government employees — with
Kentucky remaining one of the 12 that do not."

Six of Kentucky’s seven surrounding states provide paid parental leave to state employees, with all but one
implementing its policy within the past decade.”® This advantage allows even these state governments to
compete with Kentucky for skilled employees.

All But One of Kentucky's Surrounding States Offers
Paid Family Leave to State Employees

Paid family leave policy details and implementation dates for state employees among Kentucky's seven
surrounding states

State Covered employees Eligibility Duration Implementatior

[llinois All state employees - 10 weeks 2019
Full- and part-time 150 hours for full-time,

Indiana executive branch Employed 6 months 75 hours for part-time 2018

6 weeks for primary
caregivers, 3 weeks for
Missouri Executive branch - secondary caregivers 2017

Permanent employees
working at least 30
Ohio hours per week - 12 weeks 1997

Full-time judicial and

Tennessee  executive branch Full-time for 12 months 6 weeks 2023
Employed 12

Virginia Executive branch consecutive months 8 weeks 2018

West Virginia No policy No policy No policy -

Source: A Better Balance.
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Kentucky’s 2024 legislative session saw the passage of House Bill (HB) 179, adding Kentucky to the list of states
allowing for paid parental leave insurance plans to be sold and used in the commonwealth.”® While this law was
needed to allow for the sale of this particular kind of product, it is not clear how many employers would use or
even need such a tool to be able to provide paid leave for their employees. In the end, Kentucky has no paid
parental leave policy for its state employees expecting new family additions.

Paid leave is good for newborns and their families

In addition to the workforce benefits inherent in a paid parental leave policy, allowing parents the time and pay
to stay home with their newborns offers a host of physical, cognitive, psychological and economic benefits for
children, mothers and fathers.

Infants in households that use paid parental leave end up with higher rates of vaccination, higher rates of
breast-feeding (which is associated with better immunity development), and lower rates of childhood obesity,
Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and hearing-related problems in elementary school.” One
study found a correlation between paid parental leave and reduced infant hospitalizations, especially when
compared to other states not providing leave.”® Another study showed that children eight weeks old and
younger in a state with paid parental leave had 18% fewer hospitalizations for respiratory infections, and lower
rates of Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV) infections than in similar states that don’t offer that benefit.”

Because brain development is so rapid in the earliest years of life, paid parental leave also has significant
benefits to a child’s cognitive well-being. Research of three-month-old infants’ brain functionality showed more
mature levels of development among children in households that used paid parental leave than similar children
whose households did not.?° A separate study suggests that paid leave for new mothers is associated with
better language outcomes for their children, and fewer behavioral challenges among children of mothers of
lower educational attainment.”

Mothers who use paid parental leave also benefit greatly, as the paid time off to care for and bond with their
children is associated with positive effects on many aspects of mothers’ health, including their physical, mental,
and economic well-being.?? A study of women who gave birth in 2011 and 2012 found that mothers who used
paid leave had a 51% lower chance of being re-hospitalized at 21 months post-partum and were 1.8-times more
likely to consistently exercise and manage their stress than similar mothers without paid parental leave.?® Longer
periods of paid parental leave also have been shown to benefit the reduction of mothers’ blood pressure, pain
levels and smoking behaviors.?* Additionally, one review of 23 studies of paid parental leave policies found that
paid and longer leave periods are associated with lower rates of postpartum depression.” Another study found
that mothers in Australia who had paid leave of at least 13 weeks reported less psychological distress two to
three years after birth than mothers who had less than that, suggesting longer-term benefits for mothers’
mental health.?® State leave programs also boost individual and familial economic security, including by reducing
the likelihood that new mothers would fall into poverty and by increasing household incomes.?”

Studies also show paid parental leave is very important for fathers. More time spent with their young children
has been shown to increase brain activity in adults in the parts of the brain associated with empathy.® Paid
parental leave for fathers can also contribute to longer-term involvement from fathers in their children’s lives.?
Another study of fathers in four countries found that the availability of paid paternal leave resulted in more
time between fathers and their newborn children and a higher likelihood they would participate in caregiving
activities for young children. The study also showed that quality time between the fathers and children was
modestly associated with higher scores on cognition tests among their children later in life.%
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Implementing a paid parental leave policy for state employees could reduce existing racial disparities in access
as well. Nationally, Black and Hispanic mothers tend to have less access to paid parental leave through their
employers than non-Hispanic white and Asian mothers.® These racial disparities are even stronger in
nonunionized sectors (like Kentucky’s state government).3? While research has yet to fully understand the
effects of disproportionate access to paid leave by race, the literature overwhelmingly points to the health and
economic benefits of paid parental leave.

Providing a paid parental leave policy would cost the state little-to-nothing and could lead to gains in
employee retention and productivity

Paid parental leave policies have been shown to improve retention for early-to-mid career employees, saving
the cost of re-hiring which can amount to 21% of a position’s salary.® This cost calculation includes the initial
expense of hiring a position and also factors in the lost expertise of the employee that leaves and the lower
productivity that comes from training a new employee. An analysis of a state-level paid parental leave policies
showed that mothers of one to three year-olds who utilized paid parental leave actually increased their work
hours by 10-17% compared to mothers that did not.3* Additionally, having paid parental leave has been found to
increase the probability of mothers returning to work within nine to 12 months following the birth of their child
(rather than ending their employment), and working more hours and weeks of work during a child’s second year
of life.3®

While state government might be expected to face some additional costs associated with employee absence
while they are on leave, the impact would likely be minimal. For a large employer like state government, duties
can more easily be shared and shifted among other staff, as currently is the case when an employee uses sick
time, takes vacation or goes on unpaid leave. Temporary staff would very rarely be needed or even possible
given the degree of specialization many state government jobs require. State Police and Corrections staff may
be an exception. In Lexington, when a paid parental leave benefit was implemented, police and firefighters
taking paid parental leave did require some backfill of staffing at a minimal cost to the city.*

A more concrete potential cost could be the extra accumulated sick leave that employees would gain from
being able to use parental leave rather than the sick days they currently use. Those employees could then retire
with more sick days than they would have otherwise, and then convert that leave to service credit, increasing
the value of their pension payments. However, only Tier 1 and Tier 2 employees in state government are eligible
to use accumulated sick leave for service credit at retirement, and only 53% of active Kentucky Employees
Retirement System (KERS) members fall into these categories.”” For Tier T employees, sick leave service credit
counts toward retirement eligibility and health insurance benefits, and for Tier 2 employees sick leave only
counts toward health insurance benefits and is capped at 12 months of service credit for unused time.
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The Majority of Kentucky State Employees Are

in Tier 2 or 3 Retirement Plans

Kentucky Employee Retirement System active members in Fiscal Year 2023 by tier
16,704
16,000
13,252
8,000
5,354
0

Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3

3( eport.
Note:Tier 3 employeescannotuse accumulatedsickleave to increase pension benefits,
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Moreover, many of the remaining Tier 1 and Tier 2 employees are beyond the age at which they are likely to take
advantage of paid parental leave. Tier 1 employees had to be hired before Sept. 1, 2008, while Tier 2 employees
must have been hired before Dec. 31, 2013. That means Tier 2 employees are likely to be in their early 30s at the
youngest, and Tier 1 employees are likely at least in their late 30s. The median age of mothers at the time of
their final birth is 31 years old, and the average age of parents at the time of adoption is 35 years old. Thus, the
majority of state employees who are likely to use paid parental leave fall into Tier 3, hired on or after Jan. 1, 2014,
and soon all eligible employees will be in Tier 3. Those employees will create no additional pension costs by the
additional accumulation of paid sick leave.

Overall, the fiscal impact would be minimal and would eventually phase out entirely as the 5,354 Tier 2
employees age out of child-bearing years. The recruitment and retention benefits of paid parental leave for
state employees would be permanent and increasingly important, helping the state to attract and retain a
professional workforce.

Kentucky should move forward with a paid leave policy for state workers

In the 2024 General Assembly, Senate Bill 142 (SB 142) proposed a four-week leave for full-time state
employees who had worked in state government for at least a year.®® This proposed leave could be used for
births, adoptions and foster placements, and could only be used once per year. Under the bill, mothers and
fathers could use the benefit. SB 142 made significant progress, passing out of the Senate 28-10, but it did not
receive a committee hearing in the House and did not become law this session.
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Introducing this legislation was an important step toward providing paid parental leave for state employees.
However, there are a handful of key improvements to the proposed legislation that should be made whenever
legislators or administration officials do adopt a state policy.

Most importantly, any paid parental leave policy needs to offer at least six weeks of full wage replacement, as is
common in other similar employers as described above. Besides the intensive physical and emotional needs of
newborn babies and their parents that extend well past that timeframe, a very practical issue is that child care
providers will typically not accept children under six weeks old due to the need for full vaccination before
participating in a communal setting. Given the existing shortage of child care providers, many of which do not
care for infants, a six-week paid parental leave should be viewed as the minimum. Additionally, following policy
adoption, the state should continue to allow parents to take more than six weeks if needed through either
accumulated sick leave or through FMLA. State employees should be able to use this benefit once per year, as
many parents have less than a 36 month gap between their first and second children.®

Including these elements in a permanent, statutory benefit for state employees would be a great improvement
for Kentucky's civil servants, and the 2025 General Assembly should bring such a proposal forward and pass it
into law. In the meantime, the executive branch could implement an identical program through existing
statutory authority. Specifically, KRS 18A grants the secretary of the Personnel Cabinet the authority to
establish regulations including for applications, incentive programs, layoffs, hours of work, comp time and
various kinds of leave, including “special leaves of absence,” and paid parental leave could be implemented as a
particular form of this leave.*
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