
This leaves a gaping hole in the female talent
pipeline as companies grapple with how to
progress women into senior management and
leadership positions. 

Investing in improving this process represents
one of the single biggest opportunities to close
that gap and to continue to move women
forward.

The results of the survey provide a startling
look at the complete lack of policy, process and
procedures surrounding this leave. 

This is in stark contrast to the formal guidelines
and processes that exist in every single other
leave supported by organizations including -
disability leave, short term, long term and
workers compensation leaves.

Women’s Maternity Leave
Experiences Survey 

Maternity leave and the years
surrounding it represent the largest
single point in which women off-ramp
from corporate organizations. 

shows an immediate 
need for change



of workplaces do not have formal policies
around maternity leave and return to work

of respondents did not receive any
formal support during their mat leave
transition

The goal of the survey was not to just present the problem, but to fix it. My Parental Leave is
based on decades of combined experience from our team of return-to-work experts,
employment lawyers, HR professionals and mental health teams in collaboration with leaders in
pregnancy and infant loss, perinatal mental health, lactation consultants and more.

The Survey
In 2021, Moms at Work – Canada's largest network of
working mothers – undertook an initiative to gather the
experiences of over a thousand Canadian women who had
taken maternity leave from their workplace in the last 10
years. Moms at Work is an advocacy, education, and
community organization dedicated to improving the lives
and experiences of working mothers.

considered quitting during the
return to work process

felt their return to work could
have been managed better

did not have a contact for their
return to work

said their contact was not prepared
for their return to work

were not provided any options
for a graduated return to work



95%

33%

69%

noted that their employers
had no formal supports for
expectant parents

Of the respondents that stated they did have formal
support, all indicated that it was in the form of a short
workshop or a quick conversation with HR.

 Formal support, information, contact information and
other similar tools are a simple and critical piece that
should be provided as women attempt to navigate
both pregnancy at work and preparing for leave.

report that they were
discriminated against due to

becoming or being a mother in
the workplace

The most common instances of
discrimination experienced:

were not provided options
for communication during
their maternity leave

Survey respondents indicated that they would have
liked to be kept in the loop by: remaining on the email
list, having an out-of-office for their email, being
informed of company announcements or changes,
awards, details about colleagues, promotion
opportunities, or internal job postings.

Poor treatment and derogatory comments 
Denied opportunities to develop
professionally (projects, training,
responsibility)
Laid off, restructured or demoted
Denied promotion, new role or
advancement of earnings
Inadequate or denial of accommodations



80%

58%

18%

Survey respondents shared similar reports of lack of clarity, no onboarding, and little
consideration for simple things including not being provided an office, computer or internet
access. Many found the process demoralizing including those who had previously indicated
a high level of commitment to their organization. The results demonstrate just how critical
the management of this life transition is in retaining and promoting female employees. 

40% of women considered quitting during the return to work process.

were not provided clear directions on how
their return to work would be managed.

said contact did not adequately manage or
organize their return to work.

did not even have a contact for their return
to work.

Our survey found that a significant portion of
respondents felt like their leave could have been
managed better, with less than 15% of respondents
having a plan or options about returning to work after
maternity leave.

This number is surprising since our survey participants
indicated that 40% of companies did have formal
policies and procedures in place for maternity leave
and return to work. The need for cross corporate
training for HR and managers as well as employees is
critical to ensure all employees have positive
experiences during this transition.

Overwhelmingly, the experience for return to work
seems to be based on the work done by the manager
or HR professional and varies even within the same
organization. This demonstrates the need for
standardized practices to eliminate discrimination in
the process of return to work. Comments regarding
this process provided examples of how managers
would undermine returning women - by refusing to
share new information, not providing onboarding, or
assigning menial tasks. Multiple women reported
instances of returning to work with no equipment,
office or clarity around work expectations.



80%

Almost 80% of respondents
were not provided any
options for a graduated
return to work.

Graduated Return to Work (GRTW) – returning to a
partial work load and increasing over time – is the gold
standard used in every single other type of work leave
(disability, workers compensation, stress leave). 

Studies have shown significant cost savings by utilizing
this approach with benefits for both employers and
employees. Graduated return to work increases worker
retention, reduces sick time and overall leave time. 

For those women who requested a GRTW, often that
request was denied and in many instances no reason
was given for the denial.

Only 10% of women were provided
with information about their rights
and accommodations for
breastfeeding and pumping

While only British Columbia and Ontario
have laws that explicitly protect
breastfeeding as a right, the Canadian
Human Rights Act prohibits discrimination
based on sex, and the Canadian Charter of
Rights and Freedoms guarantees 'gender
equality' under the law.

Women who choose to breastfeed face unique challenges in balancing the needs of
their child and their employment obligations. The Ontario Human Rights Commission
(OHRC) explains that, “women should not have to choose between their own health, or
the health of their baby, and their jobs, housing or being able to take part in a service.” 

Accommodation is expected to the point of undue hardship.

http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/policy-preventing-discrimination-because-pregnancy-and-breastfeeding/6-duty-accommodate


Women’s experiences of maternity leave and return to work show us the immediate need to
remedy these issues. This is a significant transition in a woman’s career and deserves the
attention and planning that we provide to other professional leaves of absence. Correcting
the issues outlined in this report carry huge economic benefits for both companies and
women as well as helping companies to reach their targets on inclusion, diversity and equity. 

is Canada’s first and only program that helps employers and parents navigate
the world of parental leave and return to work. By providing resources, case
studies, FAQs and access to experts in employment law, Human Resources,
E.I., maternal mental health, parenting and more, My Parental Leave bridges
the gap between employees and companies to make the transition between
parental leave and return to work seamless.

Designed by Allison Venditti, mother of three, return to
work expert, Certified Human Resources Leader and
Founder of Moms at Work - Canada’s largest community
for Working Mothers. My Parental Leave is based on
over 15 years of experience building comprehensive
programs and working with hundreds of women in their
transition back to work. 

In collaboration with Hudson Employment Law, Nutmeg Consulting (lactation and post
natal support), Sunnybrook Pregnancy and Infant Loss and others, My Parental Leave is
here to help you redefine how companies handle parental leave and close the gender gap
for Canadian workplaces.

we help women | earn more money | get better jobs | build community

Conclusion

My Parental Leave

www.thisismomsatwork.com | www.myparentalleave.ca

We provide a solution and a fix by creating
systemic and lasting change.

Learn more.
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