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Benefiting from extended
parental leave

Katherine Marshall

T
HE UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE Act (EIA)1 of
1940 introduced unemployment insurance to
Canada, but it was another 30 years before the

Act provided provisions for maternity leave. Starting
in 1971, mothers with 20 or more insurable weeks
could claim up to 15 weeks of benefits. Almost two
decades later, in 1990, 10 weeks of parental leave ben-
efits were added. These could be used by either par-
ent or split between them (HRDC 1996). Another
significant change in December 2000 increased paren-
tal leave benefits from 10 to 35 weeks, effectively
increasing the total maternity and parental paid leave
time from six months to one year. As well, the thresh-
old for eligibility was lowered from 700 to 600 hours
of insurable employment. However, the rate of ben-
efit remained unchanged at 55% of prior weekly
insurable earnings up to a set maximum (see Parental
benefit revision).

One aim of the 2000 amendment was to enable work-
ing parents to care for their infant for longer and still
allow them secure re-entry into employment.  After
the extension of parental benefits, all provinces and
territories revised their labour codes to give full job
protection of 52 weeks or more to employees taking
paid or unpaid maternity or parental leave.2 Many other
industrialized countries have moved to provide em-
ployment-protected parental leave as well. In 1996, the
European Union (EU) passed a directive on
parental leave mandating the right of all workers to at
least three months leave (not necessarily paid) for
childcare purposes (as distinct from maternity). As of
1998, 13 of the EU countries had statutory parental
leave provisions, 2 did not (United Kingdom and Ire-
land), and one (Luxembourg) had limited provisions
(Hall 1998).
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Parental benefit revision

In 2000, Bill C-32 amended the Employment Insurance Act
regarding paid parental leave in Canada. Starting Decem-
ber 31, 2000, leave time for employed parents increased
from 10 to 35 weeks. Parental leave benefits can be
claimed only after the birth of the child, and the leave must
be taken within 52 weeks of the birth. To qualify, parents
must have worked for 600 hours in the past 52 weeks,
down from 700 previously. The 35 weeks of benefits can
be taken by one (qualifying) parent, or they can be split
between both (qualifying) parents, with only one waiting
period required between them. The benefit entitlement
remains at 55% of average insured earnings up to a
maximum of $413 per week.

Maternity leave benefits, which are administered in the
same way as parental benefits, can be claimed for 15
weeks by women only, and up to 8 weeks before the birth.

Although a discussion of sickness benefits is outside the
scope of this paper, as of March 2002, these benefits no
longer cut into the total eligible period for maternity and
parental benefits. More information is available on the
HRDC Web site (www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca).

The expansion of parental benefits has the potential to
alter the labour market behaviour of both mothers
and fathers. Do women now remain at home longer
with their infants, and are there factors, such as income,
that influence the length of leave time taken? Do
women return to the same employer after longer
periods of leave? This paper examines the labour mar-
ket activity of mothers before and after the last paid
parental leave amendment. Some of the events, such
as returning to work, are based on both actual and
intended behaviour (see Data source and definitions).

Overview findings

In both 2000 and 2001, over 300,000 mothers had
infants at home (Table 1). In both years, roughly three-
quarters of these mothers had been employed for at
least one of the 52 weeks prior to the birth of the
child—74% in 2000 and 77% in 2001.
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Table 1: Work-related facts on mothers with
infants under 13 months

2000 2001

Total mothers 314,300 203,300a

%
Worked during year before birth 74 77
Spouse claimed or planned to

claim parental benefitsb  3E  10*

Worked prior to birth 100 100
Returned or planned to return

to work within 2 yearsc 84 82
Reference job was paid 93 93

Employees 100 100
Received EI maternity and/or

parental benefits 79 84
Received EI and employer

or other top-up 23 20
Returned or planned to return

to same employerd 84 89

Source: Employment Insurance Coverage Survey
a The total of mothers in 2001 was 326,600, but because the

extended parental benefit program began in 2001 only those
who gave birth in 2001 were included.

b Of those with a spouse present.
c See note 3.
d Of those who took a break from work of one week or longer,

and returned or planned to return within 18 months.
* Statistically significant difference between the two years at the

.05 level or less.

Among mothers who worked prior to the birth of
their child, 84% in 2000 and 82% in 2001 returned
or planned to return to work within two years.3  The
extension of paid leave does not appear to have
affected mothers’ return-to-work rate. An equal pro-
portion of these women reported their reference job
as paid (93%) (see Data source and definitions).

More mothers with paid jobs received maternity
or parental leave benefits in 2001 (84%) than in 2000
(79%). This may be a result of the heightened
awareness of the highly publicized revised parental
benefit program and the reduction in the entrance
requirement from 700 to 600 insurable hours.  In any
case, the combination of increased access to parental
benefits and increased labour force participation of
expectant mothers elevated the overall proportion of
all new mothers receiving maternity or parental ben-
efits from 54% in 2000 to 61% in 2001. Still, 39% of
mothers with newborns in 2001 did not receive birth-
related benefits because they were not in the labour

force (23%), were paid workers who were ineligible
or did not apply for benefits (12%), or were self-
employed (5%).

A slightly smaller proportion of women who received
EI reported receiving a financial top-up from either
their employer or another source in 2001 than in 2000
(20% versus 23%). Women were much more likely to
receive a top-up if they worked for a large firm. In
2001, 31% of those employed in firms of 500 em-
ployees or more received a top-up, compared with
18% of those in smaller firms. Also, the vast majority
in both years returned to the same workplace, with
2001 showing a slightly higher rate—89% versus 84%.

Only about 3% of husbands claimed or planned to
claim paid parental benefits in 2000, whereas by 2001
the figure more than tripled to 10%. This is not only a
statistically significant increase, but also a socially sig-
nificant one. Although the length of time involved is
not known, approximately 1 in 10 fathers take a for-
mal leave from their job to be at home caring for a
newborn. Administrative EI data also shows a five-
fold increase in the number of men receiving parental
benefits since the amendment (Pérusse 2003). This
parental leave benefit claim rate for fathers moves
Canada ahead of many other countries, but still leaves
it considerably behind those that offer non-transfer-
able leave to fathers—Norway, for example, where
almost 80% of fathers take parental leave (see Interna-
tional take-up rates among fathers).

One year off work more common now

For mothers who returned or planned to return to
work within two years of childbirth, the most com-
mon return time changed from 5 to 6 months in 2000
to between 9 and 12 months in 2001 (Chart A). Clearly
a result of the longer paid-benefit period, the propor-
tion of women returning to work after about a year
off (9 to 12 months) jumped from 8% to 47%
between the two years.

Roughly 1 in 10 women in both years took either no
time, or only one or two months, off work after child-
birth. The vast majority of these early returnees were
self-employed or employees without maternity or
parental leave benefits. At the other end of the spec-
trum, for both years, less than 2 in 10 women did not
plan to return to work, or did plan to return and
either did not know when or gave a date beyond two
years.
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Time off jumps from 6 months to 10 for benefit
recipients only

Among self-employed women who returned to work
within two years, the median time off work was only
one month in both 2000 and 2001 (Chart B).4 Previ-
ous research supports this finding, and suggests that
entrepreneurs on leave can face a double financial loss,
not only because of their own lost earnings but
because of the possible expense of hiring a replace-
ment worker (Marshall 1999). And, since the self-
employed do not pay into the Employment Insurance
program, they are not entitled to maternity or parental
leave benefits. The median length of time off work
also changed very little for employees not receiving
maternity or parental benefits—five months in 2000,
and four months in 2001. The self-employed and
employees without benefits accounted for a minority
of the total who were previously employed and had
returned (23% in 2000 and 19% in 2001).

Most women who returned or planned to return to
work were employees in receipt of maternity or
parental leave benefits: 77% in 2000 and 81% in 2001.
And it is this group that appreciably extended their

stay at home following the program amendment. The
median time at home for women with benefits
increased from 6 months in 2000 to 10 months in
2001. Although there is some variation around the
median, most recipients were concentrated in a nar-
row band around this figure. Two-thirds (67%) took
or planned to take 9 to 12 months, one-quarter took 8
or less, and the remainder took 13 to 24.

Key factors in length of paid time off

Father’s take-up rate of benefits
Although most employees with benefits took advan-
tage of the revised parental leave program and were,
or planned to be, off work for almost a year, one-
quarter of the women took less than 9 months off
(median of 5 months) (Table 2). The two groups share
many similarities; they had roughly the same median
age (30), the same marriage rate (95%), and the same
education (7 out of 10 had a post-secondary diploma
or university degree). However, fathers’ participation
in the program differed significantly. Almost one-
quarter of the husbands of women who took less time
off claimed or planned to claim benefits, while only a
handful of husbands of the long leavetakers did so.
Logically, if fathers claim some of the 35 paid parental

Chart A: Returninga to work between 9 and 12
months after birth increased sharply.

Source:  Employment Insurance Coverage Survey
a Based on completed and planned absences.
b Those who planned to return in 25 months or more, planned to

return but did not know when, or did not plan to return at all.
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Chart B:  After 2000, actual and planned time
off increased for mothers with EI only.

Source: Employment Insurance Coverage Survey
EI = Maternity and/or parental benefits
a See note 4.
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Data source and definitions

The Employment Insurance Coverage Survey (EICS), a
supplement to the Labour Force Survey (LFS) since 1997,
studies the extent of coverage of the Employment Insur-
ance program. Starting in 2000, a special maternity sup-
plement was added to help monitor the effect of the
extended parental benefit program, which began Decem-
ber 31, 2000.

The supplement asked new mothers detailed questions on
their labour market situation before and after the birth/adop-
tion of their child. Other information collected included the
timing of any breaks before and after the birth/adoption,
the receipt of EI by type and benefit level, as well as
individual and household income prior to or since the birth/
adoption. The survey also asked about spousal use of
parental benefits, as well as some employer- and
childcare-related questions. In cases where an event had
not occurred—for example, a mother’s return to work or
a husband’s claim for parental benefits—subsequent ques-
tions about intentions were asked. Calculations of the time
off work are based on both completed and intended leave
spells.

The sample included roughly 1,350 mothers with children
less than 13 months of age in both the 2000 and 2001
surveys. However, almost 500 of those interviewed in 2001
had given birth or adopted their child in 2000 and were
therefore excluded from the analysis. This paper exam-
ines the labour market behaviour of a sample of mothers
who gave birth before and after the implementation of the
parental benefit amendment, which means births in 1999
or 2000, and 2001.

A number of non-sampling errors, such as incorrect skip
patterns, have led to some data quality issues, particu-
larly with the 2001 file. Several variables have some missing
responses, and in these cases calculations are based on
valid responses only. The extent of the problems is not
believed to seriously affect the results. Future cycles of
the survey will resolve these problems.

Employment prior to birth:  Women were considered
employed if they reported working one or more weeks for
pay or profit in any of the 52 weeks preceding the birth
of the child.

Annual earnings were derived for all previously employed
women by multiplying usual weekly hours of work by
total weeks worked before birth (maximum of 52) by usual
hourly earnings.

All respondents were asked to report total household
income from all sources within a list of income ranges
provided.

Women had an employed spouse if at the time of the sur-
vey they reported living in a husband-wife family in which
the husband was employed.

Reference job characteristics were collected at the time
of the LFS, which was 4 to 6 weeks before the EICS. For
women who were not yet back to work, the term refers
to their last main job held; for women who had already
returned, it refers to their current main job.

If mothers, while pregnant or on leave, received employer
payments, private insurance payments or other benefits
in addition to EI maternity or parental benefits, they were
considered as receiving a top-up.

Parental leave refers to a period of job-protected time
granted to employees for the care and nurturing of their
children. Currently, all provinces and territories offer at
least 52 weeks to mothers and 37 weeks to fathers.

Parental benefits are available to previously employed
qualifying parents (see Parental benefit revision).

Duration of time off work was calculated for all women
who reported taking a break of one week or more after the
birth/adoption of their child. For those who had already
returned to work, the total weeks off work was recorded.
For those who were not yet back to work, but who knew
when they would return, the planned return date was
recorded. In all cases, total time off was calculated as the
time between the birth month and year of the child and the
month and year of return. As expected, a greater percent-
age of return-to-work spells based on ‘intentions’ was
noted for mothers who gave birth after the parental ben-
efits amendment.  Of all time-off spells that took place within
two years, 74% were based on a specified future return
date in 2001, compared with 40% in 2000.

Some precision is lost in calculating total time off in months
rather than in weeks, but the more important issue is the
change between 2000 and 2001. Also, total time off work
may be underestimated because some women begin their
maternity leave before the birth, since this benefit can be
claimed up to eight weeks ahead of time.

leave weeks, mothers would have less than a year of
paid leave for themselves, and thus a shorter stay at
home. Further analysis5 indicated that women with
partners who claimed or planned to claim parental
benefits were 4.6 times more likely to return to work
within eight months than those with partners who did
not claim benefits.

Income

Significantly more mothers who returned within eight
months reported annual earnings below $20,000 in
their previous or current job (49%), compared with
those who returned after almost a year (29%).6 In other
words, lower individual earnings were associated with
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Table 2: Characteristics of employees with EI maternity and/or
parental benefits, by actual or planned return to work, 2001

Within 1 year

Within 2 0 to 8 9-12 Odds
 yearsa months months ratiosd

Total employees 97,600* 24,000 65,700

Median time off (months) 10 5 11

Personal characteristics

Median age (years) 31 30 31 ns
%

Spouse employedb 90 84 92 ns
Spouse not employed 10E F F

Spouse claimed or planned to
claim parental benefitsb  10E F F 4.6***

Spouse did not claim benefits 90 77E 94*

High school or less 28 F 29
Post-secondary diploma,

university degree 72 73E 71 ns

Income

Had employer top-up 26 27E 26E ns
No top-up 74 73 74

Annual personal earnings
Under $20,000 35 49E 29* 2.9 **
$20,000 - $39,999 45 31E 51
$40,000 or more 21 F 20E

Annual household earnings
Under $40,000 41 46E 38* ns
$40,000 - $59,999 34 32E 34
$60,000 or more 25 F 28E

$
Median weekly EI benefits 316 300 323 ns

Job relatedc %

Full-time job 86 82 87 ns
Part-time job 14 F 13E

Permanent job 95 87 98*
Temporary job F F F 4.8 **

Unionized 36 33E 34
Not unionized 64 67E 66 ns

Source:  Employment Insurance Coverage Survey
a Excludes cases of non-response.  The sample for those who took or planned to take

13 to 24 months off work was too small to present by individual characteristics.
b Only those with spouses, which was 95% for all groups.
c Refers to reference job at time of interview (see Data sources and definitions).
d See note 5.
* Statistically significant difference at the .05 level or less. Tests were done between the

two return groups for each variable.
* * Regression results statistically significant at the .01 level, or less.
*** Regression results statistically significant at the .001 level, or less.
ns Not significant

a quicker return to work (Chart C).
For example, mothers with mater-
nity or parental leave benefits who
returned to work within four
months had median annual earnings
of just under $16,000. This suggests
that women with lower earnings
(and possibly lower savings) may
not be financially able to stay at
home for an entire year on 55% of
their earnings.
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Chart C: Mothers with EI took
or planned more time off work
if earnings were higher.

Source: Employment Insurance Coverage
Survey

EI = Maternity and/or parental benefits

Since personal income influences
total household income, early
returnees were also more likely to
be part of a household whose total
income was under $40,000—46%,
compared with 38% for those who
returned between 9 and 12 months
(Table 2). However, when house-
hold income is compared with all
other variables at the same time, by
way of regression analysis, the
mother’s earnings are clearly the
overriding factor.

Receiving an employer top-up or
other compensation in addition
to paid maternity and parental
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lower for those who returned sooner than for those
who returned later ($300 versus $323), but the differ-
ence was not statistically significant.

Job permanency

The majority of mothers who took or planned to take
a year off had worked full time in their previous or
current job (87%), as had those who took less time
off (82%). And, almost equal proportions (one-third)
reported the job as unionized. However, one job-
related factor that did determine a relatively early
return to work, despite receipt of maternity or paren-
tal leave benefits, was whether the mother’s job was
permanent. Almost all (98%) of mothers on leave for
a year had a permanent job, compared with 87% of
those who returned in eight months or less. The job-
permanency rate for benefit recipients who returned
in four months or less was only 75%. Roughly 90% of
these non-permanent jobs were temporary, term, con-
tract or casual, and so would in theory be less likely to
offer job protection. Those with non-permanent work
were almost 5 times more likely to return to work in
less than nine months compared with those with a per-
manent job.

Some of the key factors influencing the time away
from work for women with maternity and parental
benefits may be interrelated. For example, non-per-
manent jobs generally offer lower wages than perma-
nent ones, so an early return to work might reflect the
possibility of job loss, economic necessity, or both.
Further analyses in subsequent years, when the entire
sample will include births after the 2001 parental leave
extension amendment, and upcoming data from the
Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics may help
shed further light on these questions.

Summary

Bill C-32 added 25 weeks of paid parental leave to the
pre-existing 10. Including the 15 weeks of maternity
benefits, parents can now receive up to a year of ben-
efits while caring for their newborn children. Those
who received these benefits experienced a significant
increase in the time taken off work after the birth or
adoption. Over 80% of these women returned or
planned to return to work within two years, and the
median time off increased from 6 to 10 months
between 2000 and 2001. Despite the extended time
off taken by most women who received benefits, one-
quarter of them returned to work within eight months.
Significant factors linked with a shorter leave from
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Sources:  European Industrial Relations Observatory on-line
(www.eiro.eurofound.ie); OECD, 2001; EICS, 2001

a Distinct from paid paternity leave

International take-up rates among fathers

Even though the EU parental leave directive was imple-
mented in 1996, most research shows that participation
rates are high for mothers (90% or more) but not for
fathers, even though the benefit is usually paid and avail-
able to both parents. Data from a number of European
countries indicate that fathers’ participation in parental
benefits is often under 5% (Austria, Germany and Fin-
land). Participation rates tend to be higher only in coun-
tries where parents are offered non-transferable paid
parental leave (each parent must use the leave or lose
it), such as Sweden and Norway where rates are 36%
and 78% respectively. Many reasons have been put
forward for the low parental benefit take-up rates for fa-
thers including social, cultural and employer attitudes, the
income rate while on leave, the level of job protection, and
also “whether or not the mother wishes it” (OECD 2001).
One reason for the increased claim rate in Canada (from
3% in 2000 to 10% in 2001) may be that fathers no longer
face a two-week payless waiting period if their spouse
has already served one. Another reason may be the
length of time now offered for benefits—with 35 weeks
available, mothers may be more willing to share some of
the leave time with their partners.

Fathers’ participation in paid parental leavea

for selected countries

benefits does not appear to affect the timing of
returning to work. Just over a quarter of all employees
who returned or planned to return to work within
two years enjoyed this benefit.7 Although the top-up
was substantial for many—half received a supplement
large enough to equal 90% or more of their previous
earnings—the median duration was only 15 weeks.
The median weekly EI benefit rate was somewhat
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work included a father’s participation in the parental
benefit program, a mother’s job being non-perma-
nent, and low employment earnings. Even with the
increased time away from work, women were equally
likely to return to the same employer in both years.

However, the program amendment had no effect on
those without access to parental leave—roughly 46%
of all mothers with newborns in 2000 and 39% of
those in 2001. The increased claim rate in 2001 was
likely due to the increased employment rate of women
before childbirth, as well as the increase in the propor-
tion of employees qualifying for birth-related benefits.
The mothers in 2001 without maternity or parental
benefits consisted of those who were self-employed
(5%), paid workers who did not qualify or apply for
benefits (12%), and those who had not previously
been employed (23%).

Since the extension of parental leave benefits, fathers’
participation rate in the program has increased from
3% to 10%. So, not only are most newborns receiving
full-time care by their mothers for longer, but many
more are experiencing a father at home for some of
the time as well.

� Notes:

1 In 1996, the Unemployment Insurance Act became the
Employment Insurance Act (EIA).

2 Under provincial or territorial labour codes, job-
protected parental leave is granted to those with continuous
employment, which can range from less than a week to one
year.

3 This finding differs from a 1993-94 study of women
returning to work after childbirth using the Survey of Labour
and Income Dynamics (SLID), where 93% of women
reported being back to work within two years. One reason for
the difference may be that at the time of the EICS, about 8%
of mothers were undecided about their future return. With
the undecided removed, 90% of the women in the EICS also
reported returning within two years.

4 An error in the questionnaire meant that all self-
employed women in 2000, and most in 2001, who had not
yet returned to work were not asked about their intention to
return. Therefore, the calculations are based on completed
spells only and likely underestimate the true time off.
However, the majority of the self-employed had already
returned, and well over half did so in less than three months.

This is consistent with analysis of self-employed mothers
using the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, which
found that 80% of those previously employed were back to
work by the end of the first month after chilbirth (Marshall
1999). Also, the full 2001 survey was used in order to have
a large enough sample for calculation in Chart B (that is, self-
employed mothers who gave birth in 2000 were included).

5 A logistic regression model was used to examine the
probability of having taken less than nine months off work.
The dichotomous dependent variable was less than 9
months (= 1) and 9 to 12 months (= 0). More information
about the model may be obtained from the author.

6 An assumption is made that employment before and
after the birth is largely similar. This is based on the fact that
well over 80% of the women return to the same employer,
and 90% to the same hours (Marshall 1999).

7 The overall top-up rates of 20% and 26% found in
Tables 1 and 2 respectively, differ because of the population
examined. The 26% includes only employees with maternity
or parental benefits who had returned to work within two
years.

� References

Hall, Mark. 1998.The EU parental leave agreement and Di-
rective: implications for national law and practice.  European
Industrial Relations Observatory online (EIROnline)
(January).  Internet: www.eiro.eurofound.ie/about/
1998/01/study/TN9801201S.html (accessed March 20,
2003).

Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC). 1996.
The History of Unemployment Insurance. Ottawa: HRDC.

Marshall, Katherine. 1999. “Employment after child-
birth.” Perspectives on Labour and Income (Statistics Canada,
Catalogue no. 75-001-XPE) 11, no. 3 (Autumn): 18-25.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD). 2001. “Balancing work and family life:
Helping parents into paid employment.” Ch. 4 in
OECD Employment Outlook. Paris.

Pérusse, Dominique. 2003. “New maternity and paren-
tal benefits.” Perspectives on Labour and Income (Statistics
Canada, Catalogue no. 75-001-XIE) 4, no. 3. March
2003 online edition.

Perspectives


