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Abstract: Introduced in 1990, Canadian parental-leave policy has seen several iterations. The most
recent policy change, introduced in December 2017, extended parental leave from 35 to 61 weeks,
resulting in longer work interruptions. Forty-six structured interviews were conducted to explore
Canadian employers’ perception of how use of the new extended leave may impact employees’
careers. Though some employers offered explicit support for employees, a large proportion of em-
ployers felt that use of the longer leave would negatively impact employees’ careers. The presence
of unions appeared to insulate employees from a career impact. A thematic analysis revealed that
the career impact perceived by employers resulted from concern for employees’ missed opportuni-
ties (e.g., training, promotions), length of absence, specific employment situations (e.g., role, level
in the organization, career ambitions, and tenure with the organization), and gendered views of
employee leave use. Given that the vast majority of Canadian parental-leave users continue to be
women, this research highlights the presence of considerable workplace stigma for work interrup-
tions and that longer parental leave may only serve to exacerbate that stigma, especially for women.
Recommendations and implications for parental-leave policy, workers, and employers are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Canadian family-leave policy first introduced maternity leave over 50 years ago,
followed by parental leave over 30 years ago. Both policies are intended to support
working families’ ability to juggle the responsibilities of work and family, while also
maintaining a parental connection to the workforce. Parental leave policy in Canada
has moved through several iterations through the years and the latest policy change
was announced in December 2017, which extended the maximum duration of parental
leave from 35 to 61 weeks. Each time the policy is amended, employers must adjust
their approaches with employees, change their internal policies to be consistent with
legislation, and comply with the new rules. Though legally, employers must comply with
legislative changes, they hold their unique perceptions regarding the efficacy of the changes
and the impact on their organizations and employees. All policy changes come with
benefits and challenges, and understanding how employers perceive these policy changes
is essential to better understand the environment within which employees attempt to
utilize the new extended leave. Therefore, the purpose of this research was to understand
Canadian employers’ perceptions of the career impact resulting from employees’ use of
the 61-week parental leave. This research is crucial to better understand the employer
contexts within which parents take leave, understand how the legislative change is received
in workplaces, and whether there will be impact on employees upon its use.

1.1. Parental-Leave Policy

Canada introduced maternity-leave legislation in 1971, which entitled birth mothers
who met the qualifications (i.e., hours with one employer) to fifteen weeks of leave [1].
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In 1990, the Parental Benefits Program (i.e., parental leave) was introduced, adding 10
weeks of additional leave that both mothers and fathers could share, thus beginning fathers’
access to leave after the arrival of a child [1]. Parental leave was extended from 10 to 35
weeks (shared by parents) in 2000, which offered parents more time and greater flexibility to
share leave between parents [1]. Announced in December 2017 and implemented in January
2018, the most recent change extended the maximum duration from 35 to 61 weeks [2] and,
as with previous versions of leave, either parent can take the extended leave in its entirety
or it can be shared as parents choose. Parents have the freedom to select a duration of
leave that works for their family, but the parents’ combined parental leave cannot exceed 61
weeks. In other words, the 61-week extension simply allows for more flexibility, but leaves
shorter than 61 weeks can still be selected. Parental leave (and maternity leave) cannot
be taken part-time, and parents need to take maternity and parental leave within the first
18 months of a child’s life. With the extension, for example, if a mother takes both maternity
leave and the extended parental leave, this would become an 18-month leave, given that cis-
gendered fathers cannot access maternity leave. Parental-leave policy requires employers
return leave users to their previous job or one of equivalent pay and responsibility when
they return from parental leave [2].

There are two components of parental leave—the leave and the Employment Insurance
(EI) benefit—and both have different qualifications. For example, an employee could qualify
for leave without meeting the EI qualifications, which would result in unpaid parental
leave. The qualifications for EI include having worked 600 insurable hours with a single
employer in the previous year [2]. EI benefits pay 55 percent of an employee’s weekly salary
to a maximum of $638 a week for 35 weeks of parental leave [2]. Those taking the new
61-week leave will receive 33 percent of their weekly salary to a maximum of $383 per week
for 61 weeks [2]. It should be noted that due to the required qualifications, roughly 38% of
women [3] and an unknown percentage of men do not have access to paid parental leave.

Parental benefits are federally legislated; there are slight variations in qualifications
and requirements by province and territory. However, the province of Quebec has its
own parental-leave program, established in 2006, called the Quebec Parental Insurance
Plan (QPIP). QPIP offers different parental-leave policies and benefit rates to the rest of
Canada. QPIP includes non-transferable leave for fathers, more generous qualifying criteria,
and a higher wage replacement for those on leave [4]. Canada’s policy is relatively pro-
gressive when compared to countries such as the United States, Australia, and the United
Kingdom [5], but Canada (55 percent) offers much lower wage-replacement rates than
many European countries (e.g., 70–100 percent of salary) [6–9]. As wage loss is a common
concern for leave takers, research shows that higher wage-replacement rates lead to higher
parental-leave uptake, especially among men [10,11], which is a significant concern for
the 61-week parental leave that drops to 33 percent.

1.2. Parental-Leave Usage

In Canada, parental-leave use is still gendered, as it is primarily taken by women.
In 2016, 12.9 percent of those outside Quebec who took or intended to take parental leave
were men [12], with indications that this figure rose to 15% in 2018 [13]; however, women
make up the vast majority of leave takers (85%). Not only is the use of leave gendered,
but so is the length of leave [14]. Canadian mothers report an average leave length of
47.6 weeks (including both maternity and parental leaves) [15], whereas fathers’ leaves are
an average of 5 weeks or less [16] outside of Quebec.

Given that the primary users of parental leave have been women, when parental-leave
policy was extended from 10 to 35 weeks, the result was that women’s absences from
the workforce were simply lengthened, rather than a jump in fathers’ leave taking [17].
Based on the research by Margolis et al. [17], we would assume that with the extension from
35 to 61 weeks, women will again remain the primary users of this extended leave, which
will simply reinforce the persistent perception that parental leave is a maternal benefit.
When leave is feminized, it also makes leave-taking much harder for men [18]. If sharing



Merits 2022, 2 172

parental leave between partners does not increase and women are both the most frequent
users of leave and also have longer work interruptions than men, the result will likely
lead to greater workplace stigma against women. This research aims to clarify whether
the stigma resulting from work interruptions, such as parental leave, persists, and what
impact the longer leave may have on this stigma.

2. Literature Review

Understanding employers’ perceptions of legislation, such as that surrounding parental
leave, is also important to better understand the context within which employees take
leave. If employees prospectively anticipate whether using the extended leave would have
a negative impact on their employees’ careers, this would demonstrate the organizational
culture and its family-friendliness. In addition, research has identified that employees
have historically been concerned that the usage of family-friendly policies, such as parental
leave, could negatively impact their careers [4,19,20]. Hearing directly from employers
themselves to understand if this is a legitimate concern, in light of the extended leave,
is important so that employees can make informed choices.

2.1. Organizational Culture

Corporate culture is defined as “a system of shared values defining what is important,
and norms defining appropriate attitudes and behaviours that guide members’ attitudes
and behaviours” [21] (p. 166). Per role theory, corporate culture results from feedback from
both social structures and surrounding groups, which create the norms and expectations of
the organization. Corporate culture can range from family-friendly to not family-friendly
at all [22] and can have a significant influence on employees’ decisions to take advantage
of family-friendly policies, such as parental leave. Researchers suggest that work environ-
ments, rather than the policy itself, need to evolve and change to reduce the experience of
work–family conflict for employees [23]. The organizational culture surrounding leave use
can have a serious impact on uptake and resulting career consequences [24]. Employees
who work in organizations that promote a strong ideal-worker model [25], or revere work-
ers who are fully committed to their work roles over outside obligations, were more likely
to report negative career impact [20].

2.2. Organizational Culture and Gendered Use of Leave

Women are, by far, the predominant takers of parental leave in Canada, and the stigma
women have faced for workplace interruptions has been long-standing and deeply en-
trenched. The stigma can often differ depending on gender and is seen across other
family-friendly policies, such as flexible working. Chung [26] found that “stigma is gen-
dered, in that men are more likely to discriminate against flexible workers, while women,
especially mothers, are more likely to suffer such discrimination” (para. 1). Though fear
of negative career impacts was cited as a barrier to leave use for men, women were more
likely than men to report the negative impact of leave on their careers [20].

Male and female employees’ leave taking may have identical impacts on their co-
workers and their employers; however, employers have more potential influence on the leave
use of fathers given that their leave use is seen as more negotiable than that of mothers. Both
parenting and parental-leave use are seen as women’s obligations by the organization’s
social norms and are, therefore, not open to the same kind of scrutiny as fathers’ parenting
responsibilities or leave use [18,27]. Men might also forgo leave taking because they have
observed the negative impacts that care responsibilities have had on women’s careers [28],
but are also likely to limit their leave use if they perceive that there will be consequences
from their employer [24]. However, in some cases, men’s own gendered views of care
responsibilities influence the uptake of leave [8].

McKay and Doucet [29] found that employers do not explicitly expect or encourage
men to take leave, and fathers are concerned about workplace resistance to leave use [30,31].
In addition, because a male employee’s leave use can be seen as discretionary [32], it may
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flag competing commitments or be perceived as disloyal by the employer and, in turn, may
have a negative impact on their wage [19,33] or opportunities for advancement [4]. In some
cases, leave taken by fathers is viewed with suspicion by the employer, perhaps viewed
as a long vacation rather than for parenting [4,34]. However, when men do take leave, it is
often due to support and cooperation at the employer level [6]. This highlights the need for
workplace cultures that support leave, for both mothers and fathers, to encourage increased
uptake by fathers [35], which would both facilitate other fathers’ use of leave and also
reduce the stigma women face in the workplace for work interruptions.

2.3. Career Impacts of Leave Use

Employees may fear that their decision to take parental leave will have a negative
impact on their careers. Research has clearly identified that the negative career impact of
leave taking on both men’s and women’s careers is a legitimate concern [4,19,20]. Those
taking parental leave will likely face some consequences since leave taking involves an “in-
terruption in job trajectory and development and often results in missed income, pro-
motion, benefits, and the possibility of downgrading upon return” [36] (p. 189), not to
mention the impact on earning potential over one’s lifetime [28,37]. Those who are highly
educated, compared to those with lower levels of education, are likely to face higher expec-
tations (e.g., travel and long hours) from the employer, and may face a wage penalty and
the potential cancelling or deferral of promotions post-leave-use [19].

There are a variety of examples of negative career impacts resulting from leave use.
Employers are obligated to offer employees returning from leave their old job or an equiv-
alent one; however, this policy is not respected by all employers [29,36]. Those taking
leave receive significantly lower performance evaluations upon return, earn lower salaries,
and receive fewer promotions when compared to employees who did not take leave [38].
Research found that men who take leave, compared to those who did not, are less likely
to receive a promotion [39]. Morosow and Cooke [33] found that although a sustained
wage penalty was not experienced by all men, the highest-wage fathers incurred a tempo-
rary wage penalty, but the lowest-wage fathers experienced the most significant penalties.
They also found that career impacts were more significant for those fathers taking solo
parental leave than for those fathers who took initial time off after the child’s arrival, sug-
gesting that a longer, solo parental leave flags a commitment concern that a short leave
does not [33]. Berdahl and Moon [32] found that men who played an active and visible
role in parenting were confronted with more workplace harassment than fathers who
were less involved, which suggests there can be consequences for employees who break
the gender-role expectations within the workplace culture.

Although men also face career impacts [19], the research identifies women as being
more likely than men to report concern for the negative impact childbearing will have on
their careers [40]. Evertsson [19] found that the longer women’s leaves, the higher the wage
penalty they faced; moreover, a larger wage impact was cited for highly educated leave tak-
ers in Sweden. Whereas men faced an income penalty for leave use, women faced a larger
income impact which worsened the longer they were on leave [19]. Research has drawn
a direct link between early-career leave use and the length of use with the gender gap,
which creates a discrepancy between the lifelong earning potential of men and women [37].
This research does not bode well for women’s use of the parental-leave extension. Addition-
ally, this research suggests that drastically increasing men’s leave use may be an effective
way of reducing the career impact and wage penalty experienced by women.

2.4. Organizational Influence on Policy Usage

The simply existence of a legislated or organizational family-friendly policy does not
mean that it will be used by employees [11,41–43]. The use of leave may directly conflict
with the organizational norms, gender-role expectations, and goals of the organization,
and support may vary by industry and employer characteristics [44]. In other words, both
the policies themselves and the workplace cultures play a significant role in leave use and
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in the potential for career consequences [44]. With this in mind, employers must develop
and maintain organizational cultures of explicit and proactive support for the uptake
of family-friendly programs. There is a strong need for explicit and active support by
managers and the organizations more broadly [45] to create a culture of policy usage,
where employees feel free to take the time they need to support their families without
fear of repercussions. If companies want to support their employees, they must explicitly
encourage leave use [35], because parents who perceive organizational support of leave
taking will be more likely to take parental leave [18,31,35,46]. Organizations must realize
that creating and maintaining positive, family-supportive organizational cultures will
give them a competitive advantage in the tight market for strong and dependable talent,
especially for hard-to-fill roles.

3. Purpose

The purpose of this research was to better understand Canadian employers’ percep-
tions of the career impacts of employees taking the newly extended 61-week parental leave.
Given that the extension of parental leave from 35 to 61 weeks is relatively recent, there is
limited research on the extension. Previous work has explored employers’ general percep-
tions of and internal policy adaption to the extended parental leave [34], but at the time of
submission, no research has explored Canadian employers’ perceptions of the career impact
on employees using the extended leave. In addition, parental-leave research tends to be
more fulsome in its exploration of employees’ perceptions and use of leave, rather than
employers’ perceptions of the leave or its use. In addition, qualitative research is limited
in the employer perception of family-friendly policy literature. It is essential to explore
employers’ views of this legislative change to better understand the workplace context
and climate within which employees are making the decision to take parental leave and
the length of leave. Legislative changes bring both benefits and challenges for employers
and employees, and it is important to understand how employers perceive these changes
to anticipate how these views might impact employees. This research makes a strong
contribution to the literature by filling a gap in the literature, discussing the 61-week leave
extension, and it also holds up a lens to Canadian employers’ perceptions of this extension.

4. Methodology

As this was the first step in understanding Canadian employers’ perceptions of the ca-
reer impact of extended-leave use, an exploratory, qualitative study was conducted. Human
resources (HR) professionals working for Canadian employers were recruited for partici-
pation after approval from the Human Research Ethics Board was received. Participant
recruitment included solicitation on social media, cold-calling HR departments, advertising
on the Chartered Professionals in Human Resources of Alberta website, and extending
an invitation to the business school’s HR Industry Partnership Council. Potential partici-
pants were sent an email that included both the consent form and the interview questions
for review.

HR representatives were asked to answer questions as representatives of their em-
ployer, rather than sharing their personal opinions. HR professionals are perfectly posi-
tioned to answer questions regarding the impact of parental leave on the employees on
behalf of their employer as they are involved in the lifecycle of those on leave, the em-
ployees’ leave applications, transitions to leave, managerial support, backfilling while
employees are on leave, and supporting returning employees. HR professionals also have
a bird’s-eye view of employee promotions and compensation, and are key stakeholders
in the organizational climate within which leave is taken. Participating employers received
an executive summary of the research findings.

Between November 2018 and August 2019, 15- to 30-min semi-structured telephone
interviews were conducted. As this was part of a larger project [34], the interview schedule
included 24 questions addressing employer demographic information (e.g., industry, size,
proportion of female employees, and union status), current maternity- and parental-leave
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usage by gender, supplemental parental-leave policies offered, perceptions of parental
leave, and how the leave extension had been received at the organizational level. Finally,
the interviews concluded with the question “Do you perceive the additional length of
parental leave having an impact the careers of employees in your organization?” with
a dichotomous yes/no answer; then, the participants were asked to explain why and/or
how employees’ careers might be impacted. The answers to these two questions were
analyzed for this paper. The forced-choice dichotomous yes/no question was intended to
encourage the participant to consider explicitly whether employees in their organization
would experience career impacts from taking the longer leave, but followed this with
an opportunity to fully explain.

4.1. Analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim [47] and a thematic analysis was utilized [48],
and the coding was conducted manually. The intent of the analysis was exploratory, rather
than verification, and involved direct analysis or counting of the responses [49]. The tran-
script responses to each question were reviewed, initial categories (themes) emerged,
and codes were assigned to themes. Several iterations of this process were undertaken to
confirm the themes, and adjustments were made as needed [50].

4.2. Sample

HR representatives of 46 Canadian employers were interviewed. Employers in the sam-
ple varied in size, sector, unionization, sector, industry, proportion of female employees,
and experience with parental leave. Employers ranged in size from 43 to 15,000 employees.
A total of 40 employers in the sample were in the private sector and 20 of the 46 employ-
ers reported being unionized or partially unionized. The sample of employers included
ten different industries, per the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS)
(Table 1) [51].

Table 1. Counts and percentages of participating employers by NAICS industry.

Industry n Percent

Retail trade 3 6.5
Wholesale trade 3 6.5

Professional, scientific and technical services 4 8.7
Oil and gas extraction and services 20 43.5

Construction 3 6.5
Recreation 2 4.3
Health care 3 6.5

Educational services 4 8.7
Public administration 3 6.5

Transportation 1 2.2
Total 46 100

As data collection was based in Alberta, there was strong representation from the oil
and gas industry (20); however, none of these employers operated exclusively in Alberta.
The total sample included employers that operated within one province (15), across several
provinces (9), and in two or more countries (22), with reported Canadian headquarters
in British Columbia, Alberta, Manitoba, and Ontario. The average percentage of female
employees reported by individual employers ranged from 6 to 91 percent, with a sample
average of 40 percent. Finally, the reported proportion of female employees varied by
industry, from an average of 25 percent in the oil and gas sector to 60 percent in education
and recreation, and between 30 and 55 percent in the remaining industries.

A total of 44 of the 46 employers in the sample had experience with employees taking
parental leave. Of the 44 employers with experience managing parental leave, 37 reported
that fathers in their workplace had taken parental leave; however, it was much less frequent
and for shorter durations (e.g., weeks to a couple of months) than mothers’ use. In the
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sample, the number of employees taking leave ranged from 0 to 500, with a sample average
of 43 leave takers. Employers noted that employees’ use of the parental-leave extension
represented an extremely small proportion of their parental-leave use. In this sample,
just 6 employers noted receiving several requests and only 4 employers reported a single
request for the extended leave. Only one employer, in education, felt that access to the leave
extension had contributed to an increase in parents sharing parental leave.

These low uptake numbers for the 61-week leave are not surprising given that this
was intended to be a prospective study, and data collection quickly followed the policy
change. Several employers reported having an employee on 61-week parental leave,
but no employers in the study had a leave taker return from a 61-week leave, given
that data collection occurred between November 2018 and August 2019; this makes their
comments about the impact on employees’ careers prospective and anticipatory in nature.
However, this prospective view is important because it illuminates the climate within
which employees request extended leave.

5. Results
5.1. Perceived Career Impact of Leave Extension

When participants were asked “Do you perceive the additional length of parental
leave having an impact on the careers of employees in your organization?” 30 respondents
said no, it would not have an impact and 16 said yes, it would have an impact on careers. Of
those who indicated that taking the longer leave would impact employee careers, 11 were
from the oil and gas sector, with construction (1), health care (1), educational services (1),
and professional, scientific, and technical services (2) also represented.

Reports of career impacts were similar for unionized (63.6%) and non-unionized
employers, (62%) with employers saying employees would face no career impacts from
extended-leave use. A larger proportion of public organizations (83%), than the private
sector (64%) indicated no career impact upon employees’ uptake of the longer leave. Those
employers who have higher proportions of female employees more frequently indicate
no career impact than those with smaller proportions of female employees. A total of 13
of the 16 organizations that indicated that they perceived career impacts resulting from
the use of extended leave reported that the proportion of females in their workplace was
under 40%. In addition, the proportion of participants indicating career impact was higher
for employers who had never had an employee take parental leave (44%) than for those
who had managed leave use previously (32%).

5.2. Career Impact Thematic Analysis Results

Upon completion of the thematic analysis [48], six themes were identified that were
related to perceived career impact following the use of the 61-week parental leave. Themes
identified were as follows:

1. Explicit employer support for parental leave users.
2. Seeing the length of leave as a non-issue in their organization.
3. Employees shielded from career impact by union membership.
4. Career impact resulting from missed opportunities (e.g., training, promotions, or pro-

fessional development).
5. “It depends” responses indicated that the potential career impact was linked to several

specific employment situations or scenarios.
6. The final theme addresses gendered responses.
7. Finally, the discrepancies between participants’ responses to the dichotomous (yes/no)

question and their long answers is also addressed.

Upon evaluating the themes by industries in the sample, some interesting findings
surface. All employers in the recreation, health-care, and transportation industries were
positive in their responses, with a mixture of expressed explicit support for leave users or
statements that career impact was a non-issue. Employers in wholesale trade, construction,
educational services, and public administration were mixed (positive and negative) in their
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responses, and answers included explicit support, non-issue, union protection, and missed
opportunities. Employers in the oil and gas industry represent the largest proportion
of the sample (20) and their responses fell into the following themes: explicit support
(4), non-issue (2), missed opportunities (10), “it depends” (4), and gendered replies (7).
Therefore, two-thirds of the responses from employers in the oil and gas sector expressed
that career impacts would result from the use of extended leave.

5.3. Explicit Support for Leave Users

A third of the employers in this sample expressed explicit support for their employees
and their use of the extended leave. Employers acknowledged that their employees had
lives outside work and had care responsibilities. One employer stated that their organiza-
tion is “very flexible, supportive of young families. We have a cultural norm of support and
positive culture, where unpaid leaves are welcome” (oil and gas extraction services). While
discussing explicit support, one participant (large professional, scientific, and technical
company) alluded to the commitment of senior leadership to building a supportive culture,
saying the 61-week leave “won’t impact, if anything our CEO is focused on encouraging
female leadership and embraces work/family culture.” This CEO is building a culture of
employee support, which is also reflected in another employer’s comment: “culturally
[extended leave] will benefit the organization and people will benefit, return fully rested,
and ready to get back to work” (public administration). Though most would not suggest
that parental leave is a “restful” experience, the employer is expressing the potential bene-
fits for both the employer and the employee. An unexpectedly positive respondent said,
“we support leave and are happy that employees are having babies, [leave use] gives new
employees an opportunity to get their foot in the door” (educational services). Meanwhile,
other participants provided evidence of employer support and examples of actions that
counter negative career impact. For example, “We do promote people who are on leave
and employees can receive salary increases while gone” (oil and gas extraction producer)
or “when [an employee is] up for promotion, we won’t even look up if you have been on
leave” (recreation services).

5.4. Extended Leave Is a Non-Issue

For seven of the respondents, the use of the longer parental leave was considered a non-
issue in their organization. Some felt that there was not a substantial difference between 35
and 61 weeks, saying things such as “same as 12 months, not an issue” (wholesale trade),
“not a huge difference between 12 and 18 months” (public administration), or “6 months
in the scheme of things is no big deal, maintain touch points, pre-leave, post-leave and
throughout the year at the discretion of the employee” (service company in oil and gas
industry). Clearly, their perception was that taking the longer leave would not introduce
a significant difference compared to 12-month-leave use.

Other respondents felt that the extended leave was a non-issue because of the charac-
teristics of their organization or type of work. One participant in public administration felt
the employer was “slow-moving, so getting up to speed won’t be hard” following a longer
leave. Another participant from a transportation company suggested that the mobility of
their workforce meant that workers come and go and move location regularly, limiting
the stigma of parental-leave use. In response to how the extended leave might impact
employees’ careers, a participant said, “not even a little because leaves are common and
no one really notices who is gone. People are constantly moving between 47 locations”
(transportation organization).

Workforce gender composition influenced the perception that extended leave was a non-
issue, but for different reasons. Employers who reported an extremely high proportion
of female employees seemed to feel that the frequency with which they handle leave and
their experience with managing many employees coming and going made the longer leave
a non-issue for their employer. An employer in retail said, “no career impact, 91% female
workforce, [parental leave is] so common we are used to dealing with it at management and
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employee levels”; this reflects research that confirms that female-dominated organizations
have more experience with family-friendly policies [52] and, therefore, face fewer penalties
for leave use [24]. In contrast, several in male-dominated organizations [oil and gas
extraction services] felt that given that the majority of leave users are female, parental leave
of either length would be irrelevant to their organization and they did not expect to see
uptake [34]. As previous research suggests, the mothers in male-dominated workplaces
may face penalties, especially when leaves are long [24]. For others within this sector, it was
the type of work itself, in addition to gender, that limited their exposure to dealing with
leaves of any length: “mostly men doing remote, seasonal work, rotational shifts (week on
week off), not a lot of men take parental leave”; therefore, the discussion of the impact of
the leave extension was seen as irrelevant or a non-issue.

5.5. Protective Factor of Unions

Several employers in this sample stated that employees’ careers in their organization
would not be impacted, specifically because they were “protected by collective agreement”
(educational services). Unionized work environments are often known to have more
progressive and family-friendly policies [53] and the collective agreement helps uphold and
protect workers’ benefits and access to policies. One employer in educational services with
three unions stated that “employees might be impacted, but the union will control these
variables.” An employer in oil and gas extraction services that was partially unionized, with
predominantly female workers (administration) being unionized and predominantly male
workers (field workers) reportedly being non-unionized, stated that “unionized women
are protected so no impact, but I cannot say the same for men.”

5.6. Long Absence Leads to Missed Opportunities

A third of employers claimed that uptake of the 61-week parental leave would lengthen
employees’ absence from the workforce, resulting in negative impacts on their careers.
Some employers felt that any leave from work, either 35 or 61-week, has an impact, gener-
ally acknowledging that time away from work had the potential to slow career progression
or trajectory. One employer in wholesale trade suggested that parental leave “always does
[impact careers] regardless.” A multi-national tech company stated that the challenge with
long absences is “maintaining skills, they get pregnant and start checking out [of work]
even before they leave.” Other employers said the use of parental leave of any length “could
hinder progression after return to work” (oil and gas extraction service company), lead
to “slower career progression, as many come back and switch to part-time” (oil and gas
extraction company), and one’s “ability to get promoted decreases” (public administration).
One employer in retail insists that there is “no negative retaliation” from their employer
toward leave takers, but employees need to consider whether an “18-month absence is
appropriate for one’s role.” A construction company outlines the general challenges of
parental-leave use, saying that in a “growth company, things change (managers, acquisi-
tions) and it is difficult for both the business and the employee to manage the transition
and getting back up to speed.” Though these comments describe the general career impact
associated with leave taking, several employers perceived the longer 61-week leave to
exacerbate the career impact.

Several employers perceived that the longer 61-week leave “may impact professional
growth, the longer you are gone” (construction company). This perspective is highlighted
by the comments from an oil and gas extraction services company. “It’s tough to be gone
for 1 year, tougher to be gone for 18 months. Things change more and [it is] hard to return.
[There is] no way longer leaves won’t have an impact.”

Employers acknowledge that a “business changes a lot in 18 months” (oil and gas
extraction company) and that “18 months is a long time to be away, you are basically
relearning your job” (another oil and gas extraction service company) when you return
to work. This is mirrored by another oil and gas extraction company, saying, in a more
punitive tone: “In 11/2 years you miss an entire cycle. You have elected to be out, there
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are natural consequences. A lot happens in 11/2 years, new technology, customers, new
systems, rules. There is a lot of catching up to do.” It is clear that for some employers
in this sample, especially those in the oil and gas extraction industry, the stigma of leave
use increases the longer the absence from the workforce.

Concerning longer leaves being worse for career impact, several employers raised
concerns about the possibility of multiple leaves. If a female employee takes both maternity
(17 weeks) and extended parental leave (61 weeks), they would be gone for a year and
a half. Per the legislation, the employee can qualify for a second maternity/parental leave
(18 months) immediately following their first, but they would not qualify for EI benefits
for the second leave. Thus, employers would need to hold the employee’s role for 3 years.
Though one can imagine that this would not be a common occurrence, it was still flagged
as a concern by several employers. It is more likely that parents may have children 2
to 3 years apart, therefore, leading to being on leave for 3 out of 5 years. Employers
acknowledged the challenge that “even 12 months affects a career and it’s worse for 18
[months], having several kids in short window equals exiting [the workforce] for 3 years”
(oil and gas extraction service company) and being “away for 3 years makes it hard to keep
skills current” (public administration). An oil and gas extraction company highlighted how
candidates may be compared based on their leave use, saying “The fact is a woman takes
two 18-month leaves and there will be an impact, for example comparing 2 candidates and
one with 5 years in the workforce” compared to the other who has been gone 3 of the last
5 years. This statement is disheartening and demonstrates the very real career impact that
multiple leaves, especially for those of longer lengths, may have on career progression and
access to promotions, especially in certain industries.

5.7. Career Impact? It Depends . . .

Five employers felt as though the acceptability of leave use or the potential for ca-
reer impact as a result of leave use were influenced by situational or contextual factors,
such as the type of role, level in the organization, one’s career ambitions, and tenure with
the organization. The type of role an employee performed seemed to influence the po-
tential career impact. For example, employees in “minimum wage jobs would not be
impacted in the same way and would see minimal career impact” (retail) compared to those
in management roles. Career impact was perceived to be contingent on the level of an em-
ployee’s role within the organization by several participants. In other words, “it depends
on the track you are on” (large wholesale trade). Several employers suggested longer leaves
present challenges for those in managerial or senior roles. One large employer in retail said
the “impact of leave use for employees is not a huge impact, but for the manager/director
level [using extended leave] would have bigger impact” on an employee’s career. Another
employer in construction said that using extended leave is “absolutely harder for managers
and professional roles.”

Others felt that if employees who had ambitions to move up in the organization used
the extended leave, it would negatively impact their upward career mobility. “When
considering ‘high potential’ promotion, gaps in work history have an impact” (construction
company). Another employer said, “it depends on the nature of [the] position, if focused
on career advancement then stick to a year and those who are not as focused [on career
advancement] take 18 months” (large oil and gas extraction company).

The timing of leave use seemed to matter to the employer when discerning the po-
tential impact of leave use on one’s career. An oil and gas extraction service company
described how timing influences perception within their organization.

It really depends on the individual, [leave use] might give them a hiccup but they
could recoup, but not here. It depends on position, if you have been here for 8
or 9 years and you have proven yourself then this may not have a huge impact,
but if you are here for 6 months and go [on parental leave] it’s a big problem.

Another company suggested that “if they take it in early career it could change
the trajectory of their career” (oil and gas extraction company), and not in a positive
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direction. In addition to the length of time one is employed with an organization before
taking leave, the time between leaves was also an important consideration. As mentioned
earlier, several companies suggested that taking back-to-back leaves or leaves close together
would have a compounding negative effect on employees’ careers. In conclusion, one
employer stated that “timing makes a difference”.

5.8. Gendered Impact

It should be noted the question posed to participants was gender-neutral—“Do you
perceive the additional length of parental leave having an impact on the careers of employ-
ees in your organization?”—given that all parents (i.e., fathers, mothers, and co-parents)
have access to parental leave. Parents can share the 61-week leave as they see fit, including
a father taking the extended 61-week leave in its entirety. However, it is clear that em-
ployers presume women are the primary users and, when discussing parental-leave use,
immediately address the impact on women’s careers. That said, with a few exceptions, this
perspective is rooted in their workplace experience, given that the vast majority of parental-
leave users outside Quebec are women and that men usually take shorter leaves [16].
The ongoing stigma for workplace interruptions lies squarely on the shoulders of women.
Employers acknowledged that “there is still stigma and no uptake from men” in their
organization (oil and gas extraction service company), while also acknowledging that “if
employees [male and female] share parental leave with partners it will reduce the stigma”
(another oil and gas extraction service company). In fact, one employer felt that the longer
leave could potentially exacerbate the existing “bias against women, and increase the bias
against women” insinuating that longer leaves may result in a hiring bias if longer leaves
became the norm. An employer spoke directly to hiring discrimination when commenting
on the hiring of pregnant women:

“Let’s be honest, pregnant interviewees, [the] company looks at them and thinks
I don’t want to be interviewing again in 6 months, not that anyone would dis-
criminate but think of the business decision there” (oil and gas extraction ser-
vice company).

Despite their dismissal, this is, in fact, an example of discriminatory behaviour (e.g., hir-
ing bias) based on a protected ground and is illegal conduct in Canada.

Speaking specifically to the extended parental leave, one employer in construction
was concerned about the policy’s impact on women’s careers, saying, “I think this policy is
an empty gesture to allow for more time, but no additional money. Not good for women’s
careers or wallets.” This employer is identifying a weakness in the new parental-leave
61-week parental leave policy. The policy does create opportunity for flexibility, but results
in longer absence from the workplace, which is associated with negative career impacts,
but with no financial upside from EI payments; thus, the new policy can be perceived as
an empty gift. In addition, if women continue to be primary users of the leave in its entirety,
this will perpetuate the workplace penalty women face for work interruptions; however,
if it were to become more common practice for parents to equally share leave, the stigma
would be more equally spread out between employees.

5.9. Discrepancies in Participants’ Perceptions of Career Impacts

During the thematic analysis, it became clear that some employers indicating that
employees would experience no career impact went on to discuss examples of career
impact. In other words, when comparing their yes/no responses to the impact question
with their responses to the open-ended description of the impact, it became clear that
there were inconsistencies, or rather, “No impact, but” replies. In other words, there were
some participants who initially responded that employees would not experience a career
impact for using the longer leaves, but then, went on to describe several ways in which
the longer leave would, in fact, impact employees’ careers. Of the 30 participants who
reported no career impact, 20 provided follow-up comments that were consistent and
supported the perception of no career impact for longer leaves; these included comments
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ranging from longer leaves being a non-issue to explicit support (18), but also comments
stating that employees would not be negatively impacted because they were protected by
their unions (2). This means that only 20 of the 46 employers in this sample clearly and
explicitly supported leave use or felt that it was a non-issue.

The ten remaining employers who offered contradictory responses to the dichotomous
and open-ended questions cited primarily (8) that long absences from the workplace led
to missing promotions or professional-development opportunities and created challenges
for reintegration into the workforce (e.g., restructuring, changing systems, and evolving
technologies). Several other participants suggested that use of the extended leave could
have an impact, but the impact depended on the circumstances (e.g., the point in their
career or their tenure with the organization).

6. Discussion

This research aimed to understand Canadian employers’ perceptions of career impact
resulting from employees’ use of the extended 61-week parental leave. The employer
responses indicated that there are mixed perceptions of impact, ranging from clear and
explicit support for employees to clear, and sometimes shockingly frank, descriptions of
the workplace penalties resulting from leave use. Therefore, it appears that employees’ use
of and experiences with leave could be very different depending on the employer for which
they work.

6.1. Parental-Leave Policy Implications

The parental-leave extension was designed to offer flexibility to families and allow
more time for sharing leave between parents. However, the parental leave, as designed,
falls short in a number of ways. First, the legislation changes could have been designed
to first increase fathers’ use of leave, but it would appear, from this sample, that this has
not been the result of the 61-week extension. Roughly 85 percent of leave users in Canada
(outside Quebec) are women [13], and there seems to be no sign in this sample that the leave
extension has increased men’s parental-leave uptake; therefore, women will continue to
bear the brunt of the stigma from work interruptions.

In fact, the parental-leave extension was called “ill advised” in previous literature,
because it was perceived to be ineffective in disrupting the gendered usage [54]. The in-
creased stigma faced for the longer leave will not increase men’s usage of leave. In addition,
it should be noted that the more a policy is viewed as a “woman’s policy” the harder it is
for men to take, potentially reinforcing the gendered usage we already see in Canada and
fortifying the perceptions discussed earlier of men’s leave being discretionary, suspect,
or simply viewed as a vacation [4,32,34,55].

Second, the parental-leave extension, although it offers families flexibility, has the very
real potential to compound the stigma already faced by leave users. Although support
for employees leave use is evident, this research also confirms the very real stigma that
some leave users face. As evidenced by this research, if women are the primary users of
leave and if the 61-week parental leave elongates women’s absences from the workplace,
this may compound the stigma faced by women. This stigma and the longer workplace
interruptions may actually lead to increased hiring bias against women and leave users as
highlighted in this paper. This supports previous research that finds work interruptions
and prolonged absences in early career can “cause life-long disadvantages for women’s
careers, earnings and pensions” [37] (p. 1).

The results of this research suggest that leave-use stigma persists in the workplace.
Combining the ever-present stigma with the historical gendered use of leave, it is clear that
the elongation of the leave period will have a disproportional and negative career impact
on women. The parental-leave policy redesign should have introduced a use-it-or-lose-it
policy for fathers, such as paternity leave offered in Quebec or the “daddy quota” offered
in Sweden. Although a 6- to 8-week shared parenting benefit for fathers and co-parents
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was introduced in March of 2019, access to it relied on men sharing the mothers’ leave;
therefore, it excluded fathers whose partners did not qualify for leave [56].

Finally, given that leave users receive no additional EI wage replacement for the longer
absence and face increased stigma for an 18-month leave, the parental-leave extension may
be an “empty gift”, especially for women. In addition, this lower wage replacement offered
for the 61-week leave will not likely increase men’s usage of leave, as previous research has
indicated that men are more likely to take leave when the wage replacement is high [10,11].

6.2. Employers’ Perceptions of Career Impact

For those employers addressing the career impact of leave, the majority felt it was
the length of time away from the workplace that resulted in a negative career impact. In line
with previous research [36,39], employers felt that being away from the office meant leave
takers missed professional development and promotional opportunities, potentially leading
to a slower career trajectory, or extending the time to the next promotion; therefore, they
suggested that the longer one is gone, the more opportunities one misses. This supports
previous research that suggests that women experience less of a career impact when
they take a shorter, rather than longer, leave [57]. The findings also suggested that some
employers perceive those who take longer leave as being less invested in their careers or
less career-focused than those who take a shorter leave, which supports Evertsson’s [19]
similar findings.

In addition, another group of employers were focused not on what an employee
misses, but on how much the workplace can change during an absence (e.g., restructuring,
new rules, software changes, or a shift in customers), and the longer the absence, the more
changes may occur. The employers’ concerns regarding changing organizations, as it relates
to career impact, are rooted in the perceived time and effort it would take to reintegrate or
onboard the employee and get them up to speed upon returning from leave. If the employer
changes dramatically, the employer can anticipate a long runway for the employee to get
up to speed upon return, which could resemble onboarding a new employee if changes are
significant. Employers consider that the potential cost of onboarding, loss of productivity,
and the duration of time getting up to speed might slow employees’ progress or professional
pathways. Despite the obvious costs, the employer may be overlooking the potential
benefits to the employee while on leave (e.g., increased efficiency of time-use at work,
a rebalancing of priorities, and a reinvestment in their work due to the need to earn).
The development of policies and procedures to support those departing and returning
from leave would likely make these transitions smoother and get employees up to speed
faster. When employers complain about the challenge of post-leave reintegration, they may
actually be identifying either the absence of these off-boarding or onboarding policies or
the inadequacy of their existing policies and practices in this space to support employees.

6.3. Implications for Employees: Futility of Avoiding Career Impact

From an employee perspective, one may wonder if the extended parental leave is safe
to take. In addition to the time away from the workplace, the potential career impacts
following leave use described in the interviews depended upon specific situational or
contextual factors, such as the type of role, one’s level in the organization, one’s career
ambitions, and one’s tenure with the organization. Interpreting these findings, one is left
with a feeling that leave takers, primarily women, are “damned if they do, damned if they
don’t.” In other words, it feels as though there are contradictory thoughts regarding how
leave taking might impact one’s career or how best to avoid a negative career impact.
For example, respondents felt that entry-level workers may not be as severely impacted,
but also that taking parental leave too early in one’s career or too early in your tenure
with the organization could be career-limiting. In contrast, an employee who waits until
their career is established will find taking parental leave as a manager or senior member
of the organization more difficult to navigate, and the organization might feel that one’s
role may not be “suited” to an 18-month leave. In addition, employers suggested that
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employees need to put in the time and prove themselves before they take leave, but also
suggest that taking leave at the managerial level might be seen as irresponsible or inhibit
one’s further career trajectory. Likewise, employers warned that those who had ambitions
to move up or cared about their careers should stick to a 35-week leave, but also said that
those who reach senior roles may find it inappropriate or too challenging to take longer
leave. Previous research found that women who were career-oriented were more likely
to wait until their career had been particularly successful to have their first child [58],
which means that employers may be likely to see career-ambitious women delay their first
children and take leave while in management roles.

More contradictory views include the following: Employers suggest that having
children too close together would lead to a prolonged, potential 3-year absence, which
would make it tough for the leave user to stay current and reintegrate into the organization.
However, at the same time, employers will also penalize an employee if they have two
children two years apart, as they might be looked over for a promotion if they have taken
two parental leaves in the last 5 years, citing, “you have elected to be out, there are natural
consequences.” Given this discussion, clearly, employees may face negative career impacts
resulting from any number of possibly-conflicting reasons; therefore, perhaps the only way
to control negative career impact, other than not taking leave at all, is by carefully selecting
one’s employer.

6.4. Implications for Employers

This research highlights, for leave users, the sheer importance of the organizational
culture of their employers. The organizational culture of an employer plays a crucial role
in leave uptake, especially for men [6,59], but also in the career impact that one may face.
It is clear from this sample that there is a range of employer perspectives on leave use
and leave users, which highlights the importance of assessing, to the extent that one can,
employers’ family-supportiveness, the existence of family-friendly policies, and support
for their uptake before joining an organization.

Previous work highlights that those employers who have progressive employee and
family-supportive policies and strong work–family cultures often do so to give them-
selves a strategic advantage in recruiting and retaining key talent [34]. The availability
of family-friendly policies makes companies more appealing to job hunters, facilitates
recruitment [60,61], increases job satisfaction, positive mood, and lessened withdrawal
behavior [62]. Some employers in this sample seemed to have developed supportive
work environments and support employees’ use of parental leave, while roughly half of
the employers in this sample have yet to do so, which based on previous research could
have an impact on not only their employees’ use of leave, but also employee satisfaction,
recruitment, and retention [34,60–62].

Though not all employees have the privilege of discretion, the choice of the employer
or industry in which one works may be directly linked to their eventual career trajectory
or the impact, or lack thereof, they experience as a result of leave use. As workplace
characteristics influence leave use and the subsequent potential penalty, employer selection
and culture are important for women, but also for men [24]. Thinking beyond just salary,
potential employees need to think critically about employers’ cultures, policy offerings,
and employee support when considering employment options.

7. Limitations

This research was designed to quickly follow the legislative change to parental leave
in December of 2017, in order to gather a prospective view of employers’ responses to the ex-
tended leave. Understanding employers’ thoughts on the program was important in order
to better understand the work environments within which employees choose to request
extended leave. The limitation of the prospective research is that, given the limited uptake
of the parental-leave extension in this sample, respondents are hypothetically answering
questions based on their previous experiences with the employer, rather than based on
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actual experience; the risk is that their prospective thoughts might differ than the actual
experiences of leave users. To compare prospective and informed responses and allow time
for employers to have more experience in managing the 61-week leave, participants were
informed about a follow-up study, scheduled for 2023-4, and all participants agreed to be
interviewed again. Future research should also explore employees’ perceptions and use of
the leave extension. In addition, future research would ideally include a national sample,
including employers from all provinces and territories.

8. Conclusions

This research explored Canadian employers’ perceptions of how the new 61-week
parental-leave extension may impact employees’ careers. Employers varied in their re-
ports of the career impacts that might result from uptake of the longer leave, with over
fifty percent of the sample suggesting that negative impacts could occur. This research
makes a contribution to the literature by enhancing our understanding of a relatively
new legislative change, from an employer perspective, that has received limited attention
in the literature. The themes that emerged from the thematic content analysis included
considerable employer support for leave users, seeing leave use as a non-issue in their
organization, unions as a protective factor from career impact, impact resulting from missed
opportunities, “it depends” responses, and gendered responses. A large proportion of
employers who felt that employees would be impacted felt that this resulted from the length
of absence from the workplace, in light of how quickly organizations can change. Em-
ployers, through their responses, made it clear that they saw women as the primary users
of leave and, when discussing the impact of leave, often discussed its impact on women.
Stigma around parental leave and work interruptions is real and it is evident from this
research that the leave extension will exacerbate the exiting stigma, impacting primarily
women in the workplace, while also making it harder for men to take. Given the range
of support and perceived career impact between employers and across industries, it is
clear that the implications are twofold. First, there is a real concern that the parental-leave
extension may compound the workplace stigma of leave use already experienced. Second,
although there are exceptions noted in this sample, Canadian employers need to broaden
their understanding of the benefits of family-friendly policies and cultures; moreover, they
need to recognize that if they fail to evolve their gendered views of leave and leave takers,
the result will be a loss in their competitive advantage, and resulting in increased costs
related to recruitment and turnover.
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