
SENATE COMMITTEE ON SOCIAL CONCERNS 
MINUTES OF MEETING 
APRIL 13, 2009 
 
[In these minutes:  Birth versus Adoptive Leave Policies, SRI Update] 
 
[These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the 
University of Minnesota Senate; none of the comments, conclusions or actions reported 
in these minutes represent the views of, nor are they binding on, the Senate, the 
Administration or the Board of Regents.] 
 
PRESENT:  David Fox, chair, Joseph Marchesani, Timothy Sheldon, Michele Anderson, 
Lisa Pogoff, Robert Fox, Benton Schnabel, Rebecca von Dissen, Kaari Nelson, Michael 
O'Day, Katherine Fennelly, Catherine Jordan, Marynel Ryan, Ajay Skaria, Mani 
Subramani, Christine Dolph, Jeffrey Thaler, Carolyn Wardell 
 
REGRETS:  BreAnn Graber 
 
ABSENT:  Amelious Whyte, Yiyuan Zhao, Eric Brown, Barbra Springer 
 
OTHERS ATTENDING:  Caroline Hayes, Susan Rafferty 
 
GUESTS:  Professor Erin Kelly, Sociology; Professor Alan Sroufe, Psychiatry 
 
I).  Professor Fox called the meeting to order, welcomed those present, and requested 
those in attendance introduce themselves. 
 
II).  Professor Fox introduced the main agenda item, birth versus adoptive parental leave 
policies.  He welcomed today’s guests, Professor Erin Kelly from Sociology and 
Professor Alan Sroufe from Psychiatry. 
 
Professor Sroufe distributed a handout dealing with the fundamentals of human 
attachment.  He noted that John Bowlby is the father of Attachment Theory.  Professor 
Sroufe stated that there exists a great deal of confusion around attachment, which is not 
the same as bonding. 
 
Attachment, noted Professor Sroufe, is the special relationship between an infant and 
his/her primary caregiver.  This concept is not characteristic of the baby or mother, but a 
descriptor of a particular relationship.  Humans are among the most dependent species at 
birth; thus, requiring a system to ensure their survival, and this system is known as the 
attachment behavioral system.  Human infants, through evolutionary history, are disposed 
to form an attachment with someone that will protect them, and this caregiver does not 
have to be the biological mother.  In turn, caregivers are disposed to respond to infants.  
Human infants have no choice but to be attached because they need someone to take care 
of them.  Even if a child has an abusive parent, the child will be attached to that person. 
 



As distinct from bonding, attachment as a relationship does not happen instantly, but 
rather it happens over time through a series of phases.  Infants are not attached to their 
caregivers in the first months of life.  At birth, human infants do not have the cognitive or 
other capacities to form this kind of coordinated relationship. 
 
To summarize, Professor Sroufe noted that attachments are formed through a series of 
phases, consolidated in the second half year of life, and based on the history of 
interaction with a person.  Anyone who is consistently present and interacts with a child 
can be an attachment figure.  For example, a child that is raised by a nanny whose parents 
rarely see the child will be attached to the nanny versus the biological parents.  In order 
for a child can be attached to his/her nanny and biological parents, requires all of these 
caregivers logging time with the baby.  It is also essential for a child to have an organized 
hierarchy of attachment relationships. 
 
An important point to take away from this presentation, noted Professor Sroufe, is that 
infants are not attached in the early weeks of life.  This, however, does not mean these 
weeks are unimportant because this is the time caregivers are learning how to read the 
infant’s signals and how to respond, and the infant is becoming familiar with his/her 
caregiver(s), which leads to discriminated social responsiveness between 4 – 6 months of 
age.  This discriminative responsiveness is the backbone for becoming attached. 
 
Professor Sroufe highlighted the following: 

• Human bonding and attachment are not the same. 
• The impact on children who have no attachments in their first years of life, and 

their subsequent development is yet to be known.  It is unclear how long a child 
can go without an opportunity to attach and still reclaim this opportunity.  

• There are variations in the quality of attachments and this depends on whether a 
child feels secure in their attachment or whether they feel anxious about their 
attachment. 

• Quality of care, the role of context, and continuity and reliability of care lead to 
secure attachments. 

 
Next, Professor Erin Kelly provided information concerning the importance of leave from 
an employee’s perspective.  She noted that Professor Pat McGovern and her colleagues in 
the School of Public Health are researching maternal health in the months following a 
birth.  Based on a Minnesota sample of 800 employed women, their findings indicate 
that: 

• 7% of women were back at work 5 weeks after giving birth. 
• 50% of women were back to work by 11 weeks, and about 75% were back at 

work by the end of the first year. 
• At 11 weeks post-partum, on average, this sample of women had 4.1 symptoms 

such as fatigue, headache, back pain, breast discomfort, etc.  
• Work conditions such as job stress and co-worker support affect a mother’s health 

over and above her pre-pregnancy health and family situation. 
 
Other findings include: 



• Family leave is related to a mother’s health.  Long leaves are associated with 
fewer or less frequent depressive symptoms. 

• Family leave has an impact on mothers’ careers.  For example, a one-year break 
from the labor force has consequences in terms of earnings and promotions, 
which scholars call the “family gap.”  The “family gap” has been growing in the 
past 20 years, while the gender gap in wages has been shrinking. 

 
In terms of fathers, little is known about their leave use, and the consequences for their 
health or careers in the U.S.  However, father leave research has been done in Sweden 
where they have a “daddy month.”  Professor Kelly turned members’ attention to a chart 
outlining best leave practices in other industrialized countries.  From this chart, noted 
Professor Kelly, it is easy to infer that the U.S. is an outlier in terms of parental leave 
policies. 
 
Professor Kelly went on to provide information on the history of family leave policy in 
the U.S.  In 1978, the Pregnancy Discrimination Act was passed, and required employers 
to treat pregnancies like other disabilities.  Using this argument, the U.S. ended up with a 
norm of 6 weeks of partially paid leave for birth mothers.  From the onset, there was 
ambivalence about the disability analogy, but it was a strategic way to pay for a portion 
of a mother’s leave when there were no other viable options at the time. 
 
Then, in 1993, the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) was passed.  FMLA provides 
for 12 weeks of unpaid leave to a broader range of people, e.g., new child – birth or 
adoption, taking care of sick family members.  In addition, 25 states have laws that 
expand the federal FMLA law. 
 
FMLA leaves are widely used, and most often used by employees recovering from their 
own illness (54%).  Only 26% of FMLA leave is used for parental leave.  FMLA has its 
limitations: 

• Roughly 40% of U.S. employees are not covered by FMLA because their 
employer is too small or they have not worked for that employer long enough. 

• It is unpaid leave, and, therefore, 37% of those taking FMLA report having to cut 
their leave short or forego taking the leave all together. 

• Weak enforcement of FMLA and non-compliance is fairly common.  The most 
common form of non-compliance by employers is only offering 6 weeks of leave 
to mothers, and not offering the unpaid leave option. 

• Not all conditions under which this leave can be taken are spelled out in the law; 
therefore, negotiation between the employee and employer need to take place.  
For example, whether an employee’s paid leave time count towards FMLA – 
most companies count the paid leave as part of the FMLA time.  Another issue is 
whether an employee can use intermittent leave. 

 
The historical layering of different leave laws and policies has resulted in: 

• Different leaves for different people. 
• Some non-compliance due to confusion. 
• Failure to offer the unpaid leave option. 



• The need to negotiate for intermittent leave under FMLA. 
 
Issues for the University include: 

• Different policies for different employee groups. 
• Variation in actual practices across units and managers. 
• Mismatch between official policies and the way academic calendars work. 

 
Many universities offer “modified duties” for faculty, for example, that will have a baby 
mid-semester.  The University of Minnesota currently does not have a modified duty 
policy.  However, the University does have a “stop the clock” provision for faculty that 
allows faculty to turn off their tenure clock for up to a year. 
 
At the conclusion of the presentations by Professor Kelly and Professor Sroufe, Professor 
Fox opened up the meeting for discussion and questions. 
 
A member asked whether the University has leave policies incorporated in its contracts 
with its bargaining units.  Professor Kelly stated that it is her understanding that this is 
correct.  She added that the University offers faculty an unpaid leave option that is more 
generous than the federal law.  Different employee groups have different policies related 
to leave policies. 
 
Does the University’s leave policy cover an adoptive parent, asked a member?  The 
University’s policy, according to Professor Kelly, provides an adoptive parent with 2 
weeks of paid leave, and the ability to use unpaid FMLA time off.  A birth mother, on the 
other hand, gets 6 weeks of paid leave. 
 
Professor Caroline Hayes, Women’s Faculty Cabinet co-chair, commented that leave 
policies that focus on the mother have implications for long-term social change in terms 
of shared parenting responsibilities.  Parental leave policies should be geared to 
promoting social change as it relates to non-traditional mother and father roles. 
 
In response to a question, Professor Sroufe stated that many leave policies could not be 
more poorly designed with respect to the child in mind.  Under most policies, the mother 
is returning to work just when the infant is forming his/her attachment.  There should be a 
lot more choice in these policies, e.g., holding an employee’s job open for a year.  
Daycare research indicates that when a child starts daycare, whether it is full time or part 
time and the quality of the care play a role in a child’s behavior.  So, early, lousy, full 
time day care will be much more likely to produce a child with behavior problems.  
While it is impossible for the University to solve all the issues surrounding leave and 
daycare, it is ironic that the University does not have policies that are more congruent 
with what its own research shows about child development. 
 
The committee spent a good portion of the meeting talking in generalities about leave 
policies, and the implications for a child’s development.  A member reminded the 
committee that it had discussed wanting to focus on the inequalities between the 
University’s birth and adoptive parental leave policies.  Professor Kelly stated that if the 



committee is interested in recommending 6 weeks paid leave for both birth and adoptive 
parents, it would need to justify its request to the administration because the temporary 
disability framework, which has been used for birth mothers, is not applicable.  The 
committee would need to come up with a rationale for this proposal and also ideas for 
where the money can be found. 
 
A member asked Professor Kelly whether there are other universities that have more 
equitable policies for birth and adoptive employees, and/or more comprehensive leave 
policies.  Yes, stated Professor Kelly.  Clearly, the University is not on the cutting edge 
of parental leave policies, and cited the University’s lack of a modified duties policy as 
an example.  Once the Parental Leave and Modified Duties Policies across the Big 10 
report by Robert Drago and Kelly Davis is issued, Professor Kelly volunteered to forward 
it to Renee Dempsey, Senate staff, for distribution to the committee.  
(http://www.aaanet.org/resources/departments/Reports.cfm) 
 
Professor Fox asked Susan Rafferty from the Office of Human resources whether it is fair 
to say that the University’s current leave policies are grounded in federal and state law, 
and standard practices in this employment market.  Ms. Rafferty said that the University 
has many different types of leaves and policies.  Generally, the University benchmarks 
itself against what other institutions are offering in terms of its leave policies.  Professor 
Sroufe suggested the University look to Canadian universities when developing their 
leave policies.  Professor Hayes added that as long as the University’s policies are based 
on a medical model as opposed to a child development model, its parental leave policies 
will not be cutting edge. 
 
Professor Sroufe mentioned that as the University looks to other institutions to see what 
they are offering in terms of benefits, it may want to consider taking the stance that it 
wants to be the leader in this arena given the University has some of the best child 
psychology faculty and researchers in the world 
 
A member stated that it would seem that academia would have a higher percentage of its 
employees who adopt children.  Having said this, the University should explore offering 
6 weeks leave for an adoptive parent because it would be a good recruiting tool.  
 
At the conclusion of this discussion, a member made a motion that the committee send a 
letter to Human Resources, and other appropriate administrative departments 
recommending that the University take the lead among its peer institutions and increase 
the leave time for an adoptive parent to parallel that of a birth parent.  Another member 
added that the letter should point out the need for equity between leave policies for birth 
and adoptive parents.  Members unanimously voted to approve this motion.  In light of 
time, Professor Fox volunteered to craft a letter, which will be sent to the administration 
making this recommendation.  He stated that once crafted, the letter would be sent to the 
committee via email for feedback/input before sending a final copy to the administration. 
 



III).  Professor Fox reported that progress is being made concerning the addition of a new 
socially responsible investment option in the University’s retirement plan.  He noted that, 
out of necessity, this is a slow process. 
 
IV).  Professor Fox asked members to email their agenda item ideas for the May 2009 
meeting and/or ideas for next year.  He added that Tim Sheldon has agreed to chair the 
committee next year. 
 
V).  In the event the committee does not meet in May, a member, on behalf of the 
committee, thanked Professor Fox for his leadership over this past year. 
 
VI).  Hearing no further business, Professor Fox adjourned the meeting. 
 
        Renee Dempsey 
        University Senate 
 


