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In the six months following her husband’s cancer 
diagnosis in March 2017, Facebook employee 

Victoria Ross could focus her attention on caring 
for him without worries about bills or work dead-
lines.

Ross’s husband, Joshua Barta, who was diag-
nosed with Stage IV colon cancer, passed away in 
September 2017. Ross is the benefits operations 
program manager for Facebook in Austin, Texas 
and took a total of 14 weeks off from work in 2017, 
allowing her time to take care of her husband and 
to grieve after his death.

Generous paid leave and bereavement leave 
programs at the Menlo Park, California-based 
company are intended to support caregiver em-
ployees like Ross. Ross used leave programs as 
well as paid time off.

“I could be 100% focused on his treatment and 
keeping track of everything for him and just enjoy 
every moment that we had to be together,” Ross 
said. “I wasn’t worried about being able to pay our 
mortgage and our electric bill or anything like 
that because it was being taken care of by the leave 
benefits that we have.”

Facebook’s support of caregiving employees is 
“part of our overall DNA,” said Renee A. Albert, 
director of benefits at the social media company. 
“Our benefits programs are branded as Life@ and 
our whole mission is to make sure we take care of 
you while you’re connecting the world and creat-
ing communities.”

Caregiver support at Facebook encompasses 
a variety of programs, from paid leave to online 
support groups. “We kind of perceive all of our 
employees being a caregiver at some point,” said 
Albert, who added that she took advantage of 
Facebook’s programs while taking care of her hus-
band, a recent cancer survivor. “It’s not a matter 

of if you’re going to be a caregiver, it’s a matter of 
when. Caregiving comes in so many facets, and we 
tend to forget about that.”

Paid Leave
“From the beginning we have heavily focused 

on a time-off program to allow our employees to 
have time to bond with their new children, includ-
ing adopted children,” Albert said. The company 
provides 17.4 weeks of paid family leave for new 
mothers and fathers.

“We also recognize that caregiving may be 
about a spouse or a partner or even a sick child,” 
she noted. The company provides six weeks of 
paid leave within a rolling 12-month period that 
can be used to care for a family member who is ill. 
The parental and family leave are in addition to 21 
days of paid time off and unlimited sick time.

Facebook officials also believe bereavement 
leave is a caregiver support mechanism. Employ-
ees who lose a spouse, partner or child can take 
up to 20 days of paid leave, which can be taken 
nonconsecutively. That allows employees to take 
the leave when they need it—whether it’s a birth-
day, anniversary or another significant date that 
may trigger grief. “We wanted employees to have 
the ability to use it in ways that really mattered to 
them. When we think about these programs, we’re 
really thinking about the diversity and the indi-
vidualization.”

The company already had a robust bereave-
ment policy but increased the number of days 
of leave available for employees who have lost an 
immediate family member from ten to 20 days in 
2017. The company’s chief operating officer, Sher-
yl Sandberg, went through the grieving process 
following the death of her husband in 2015, and 
her experience has influenced the policy.
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Facebook also offers emotional and 
financial support to family members 
when a Facebook employee passes 
away. In addition to life insurance ben-
efits, the company pays 100% of the 
premiums for the first 12 months for 
family members who elect to continue 
health insurance coverage through the 
Consolidated Omnibus Budget Recon-
ciliation Act (COBRA). Facebook also 
offers survivor support services that 
include monetary support through the 
company’s family assistance benefit, 
which is intended to help the family 
with unexpected financial obligations. 
Family members can access a service 
that helps them file insurance claims 
and notify financial institutions, the 
government and credit agencies of the 
death of their loved ones. The service 
can even explain how to assign insur-
ance benefits to pay for funeral services. 

Research Drives Benefit Design
Albert pointed out that research 

is a crucial part of implementing new 
benefits like the leave programs. The 
benefits team first collects data, such 
as employee demographics, to deter-
mine who would benefit from certain 
programs and then conducts employee 
surveys.

After collecting the data, the ben-
efits team holds focus groups with em-
ployees who have had the experience, 
whether they’re new parents, caregivers 
or others, to gain an understanding of 
the issues they face.

Information from focus groups 
helped the company recognize the need 
to support mental health, especially for 
employees who are caregivers or who 
survive the death of a loved one. To in-
crease access to care, Facebook reimag-
ined its employee assistance program 

(EAP) for U.S. employees by introduc-
ing a mental health benefit (in addi-
tion to medical coverage) that provides 
employees, their spouse or domestic 
partner, and children with up to 25 free 
in-person or virtual therapy sessions. 
Individual and group grief counseling 
also is available at the company’s on-
site wellness center.

Support Systems
Facebook employees can use the 

company’s own social network plat-
form called Workplace, designed spe-
cifically for businesses and nonprofits, 
to start their own support groups. Ex-
amples of Workplace support groups 
include groups for new parents, people 
with aging parents and people who 
have children with autism. “What we’ve 
found is that more and more people are 
opting into that, and they really share 
a lot of their own experiences with the 
community group,” Albert said. “What 
the community does is to remind them 
that there are people out there who are 
like them.”

In the case of a parent who has a 
child newly diagnosed with autism, 
other group members might explain 
what benefits are available from Face-
book in addition to sharing community 
resources they have found helpful.

In addition to meeting online, em-
ployees may choose to meet one-on-
one for coffee or lunch. Some of the 
groups meet regularly. “Our employ-
ees care about each other, and you see 
that come through the community dia-
logue,” Albert said.

Albert can post questions on a 
group’s page to get more information 
about issues employees are facing or 
find employees to talk with about those 
issues. “A lot of times the first level of 

data is from our employees who are 
creating communities and sharing in-
formation with each other. We can get 
a lot of information through Workplace 
itself and the open dialogue and con-
versation,” she said.

Other Benefits
Facebook also offers more tradi-

tional caregiver support benefits such 
as help with finding a day-care or elder-
care provider and benefits provided by 
vendors. For example, the company 
offers a benefit through an outside 
vendor that provides online tools and 
resources for employees with children 
with autism.

Another unique benefit is a $4,000 
cash payment for new parents to help 
them set up for their newborn child.

Tips
An organization doesn’t have to be 

as large as Facebook to make strides in 
the area of caregiver support, Albert 
contends. She suggests starting by get-
ting a handle on employee demograph-
ics. Looking at the split between men 
and women, people who are married 
versus those who are single and how 
many have children will help employers 
determine what issues the organization 
may need to address.

“When you are looking at data as 
the key driver, it helps you to focus on 
things that you are trying to solve for,” 
she said. “Once you know what you 
are trying to solve for, you can actually 
conduct focus groups and really start 
to understand the root cause and what 
you want to design for.”

After figuring out what programs 
they want to design, employers can per-
haps look to the marketplace for a ven-
dor if it’s a benefit that can’t be handled 

what’s working
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in-house. Sometimes those solutions are as simple as provid-
ing an educational program, access to resources or creating 
employee groups where people find peer support.

Impact
Facebook conducts an employee survey annually and 

measures factors such as benefits awareness, utilization and 
satisfaction. The company doesn’t share all of the results, 
but Albert said the satisfaction rate for company benefits is 
greater than 90%. She also points to Facebook’s success with 
recruitment and retention as evidence of the impact benefits 
have on employees.

The fact that employees know their employer cares about 
them also is a part of return on investment that can’t be mea-
sured, Albert said.

Victoria Ross felt that support when she first told her 
manager of her husband’s diagnosis. “His first reaction was, 
‘You just need to go take care of your family and don’t worry 
about work,’ ” she recalled. “I think there are a lot of people 
who have that attitude but, without the six weeks of paid 
leave that goes with it, you don’t feel like you can (take time 
off). If I had been trying to work during that time, I don’t 
think I would have been very effective. I don’t think I would 
have been as good of a caregiver either.”

Recently, Ross said she posted her thoughts on her per-
sonal Facebook page about the fierce commitment she feels 
toward Facebook after her experience. “I was committed be-
fore too, but it has a special place in my heart, knowing they 
were here for me when I needed it.”
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