
New York Supports Mental Health Caregivers by 

Enacting Paid Family Leave!!! 

The advocacy team led by NAMI-NYS NAMI-NYS’s Matthew Shapiro and Alicia 

Burns meet with NYS Assembly Speaker 

Carl Heastie to discuss Paid Family Leave 

NAMI-NYS Executive Director Wendy Burch and Government Affairs Chair Irene Turski provide testi-

mony on Governor Andrew Cuomo’s Budget Proposal, the need to Care for Caregivers and  for Paid 

Family Leave were central to their message. NAMI-NYS’s Matthew Shapiro with 

Derek Holmes of AARP Northeast 

NY. AARP and unions were key ad-

vocacy partners in this effort. 



Why Paid Family Leave is Crucial 

To Caring for Caregivers 

Understanding the Issue: Increasing family involvement in the recovery process has always been central to 

NAMI-NYS’s mission. When someone is experiencing a psychiatric emergency, is hospitalized due to a chronic men-

tal illness, or is being discharged from a hospital, that individual’s family members should not have to worry about 

losing their job and salary in order to be by their loved one’s side. Many NAMI families serve as the primary caregiv-

ers to their loved ones and have had to sacrifice a great deal to support their recovery, all too often at the expense of 

careers and salary. One of the main points of our advocacy message was that this issue is especially important to 

NAMI-NYS’s families as New York continues to reduce psychiatric hospital beds without fully investing in supported 

housing with wrap-around services which has led to more responsibility for caregivers. 

The Paid Family Leave Initiative NAMI-NYS advocated for would allow any parent, child, sibling, spouse, domestic 

partner, grandparent or grandchild to take paid time-off of work without the threat of losing their jobs to care for a 

loved one who is facing a chronic disease (including all psychiatric disorders), has a medical or psychiatric emergen-

Specifics of the Initiative: There were many different suggested concepts of the Paid Family Leave initiative. 

NAMI-NYS advocated that the imitative must include the following provisions: 

 Employees of any size business must be eligible to take a paid leave. 

 Employees can take up to 12 weeks of leave at a time. 

 Employees would receive up to 2/3 of their salary when on leave. It’s vital the salary people receive while on 

leave is still a “living wage.”   

 The initiative must be funded by employees by way of a small tax. 

 The tax would be used to create a fund at the NYS Office of Temporary Disability Assistance (NYSOTDA) where 

an employee could apply for leave benefits the same way they would a temporary disability insurance. This en-

sured that employers were not responsible for their employee’s salary while on leave. 

Challenges to Passage: This initiative faced strong opposition from many in the business community, specifi-

cally independent businesses and small businesses who argued that  their productivity would be greatly impacted 

by losing employees for an extended period of time. While the initiative had a great deal of support in the Demo-

cratic controlled Assembly, many in the Republican controlled Senate had serious reservations about the initiative 

Advocacy Strategies to Overcome Challenges: When first introduced, the perception was that this initiative 

would primarily benefit new parents and was viewed as a “women’s issue.” The key was demonstrating how broad this  

initiative was and how it would impact all families, especially those who serve as caregivers. To overcome this mis-

conception a large coalition was formed consisting of the AARP, several unions, veteran’s groups and family advo-

cates. NAMI-NYS members really gravitated to this issue and were eager to tell their stories to legislators, as well as 

writing letters to the editor and via social media. What really put the issue over the top was when progressive small 

business owners lent their voice to the cause by explaining their understanding that happy workers are the most dedi-

cated types of workers and the ones most loyal to their employers. Many taped videos detailing why they support the 

initiative. These video’s were instrumental to the social media campaign.  

Result: After a tough battle, the New York State budget agreement between the Executive and Legislative branches 

included a Paid Family Leave initiative with all the components NAMI-NYS advocated for. 
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NAMI-NYS Applauds the Inclusion of Paid Family Leave  

in the New York State Budget 

 
The National Alliance on Mental Illness-New York State (NAMI-NYS) applauds Governor Cuomo and the New York 

State Legislature on agreeing to include paid family leave in the state budget. This will have a tremendous impact on 

many New York families who care for sick relatives. 

NAMI-NYS is the state chapter of NAMI, the nation's largest grassroots family and consumer movement dedicated to im-

proving the lives of those with mental illness and was founded by families with loved ones with serious and persistent 

mental illnesses with the design to provide support and education to other families impacted by mental illness. Many 

NAMI families serve as the primary caregivers to their loved ones with these chronic diseases and have had to sacri-

fice a great deal to support their recovery, all too often at the expense of careers and salary. 

No one should have to give up a career and financial security in order to do the right thing and care for loved ones. 

Psychiatric emergencies can strike at any time and any place. We have heard many horror stories of people having to 

travel across the country to be with their family member in crisis and how this has cost them their job. The period of 

following the release from a psychiatric hospitalization is also a particularly vulnerable time for the individual with a 

mental illness and around the clock family support is often needed in this period of adjustment and reintegration. The 

role of family during this time is vital as they are often needed to ensure adherence to medicine and coordinate the 

multitude of doctor visits. 

In New York family support is needed more than ever as the budget agreement failed to make the necessary invest-

ments in supported housing with wrap-around services and community supports to advance recovery from psychiatric 

disorders in the community. With these shortfalls, families typically serve as the primary resource used to bridge these 

gaps in services and they need to able to serve in this capacity without having to fear for their livelyhood This also 

important as many of families support their loved ones financially and a loss of income can be disastrous.  

It is clear that families play a crucial role and often underappreciated role in recovery. We are extremely grateful that 

New York has agreed to care for caregivers by enacting a paid family leave initiative in New York.  



To Learn More About NAMI-NYS’s Advocacy on Paid Family Leave 

Contact Matthew Shapiro: Matthew@naminys.org 518-462-2000 


