
MATERNITY 
BENEFITS IN 

CANADA
OVERVIEW
Prior to 1966, there were no provisions for maternity leave 
in Canada under the Unemployment Insurance Act of 
1940. By introducing provincial maternity provisions in 
1966, British Columbia opened a new era by inspiring 
provincial and federal governments to ensure women’s 
improved access to and participation in the workforce. 
Five years later, the federal government followed suit by 
amending the Canada Labour Code. 

WHAT WAS THE NATURE OF THE FIGHT FOR THIS 
ACHIEVEMENT? 

The inclusion of maternity leave within Canada’s Unemployment Insurance 
scheme was highly controversial. Initially, provisions were made for 15 weeks 
of maternity benefits for women who had worked at least 20 weeks. Critics at 
the time suggested this was far too generous and only appropriate for women

who could prove they were the household’s primary income earner. Yet, 
further government legislation and the commitment of unions to fighting for 
better maternity entitlements- notably, longer leave times, employer benefits 
(to supplement EI entitlements), and guarantees that women could return to 
positions they held before maternity leave- won out. This push for improved 
maternity benefits in the mid to late 1900s resulted in major advancement of 

women’s rights and participation in the workforce.

WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS 
ACHIEVEMENT?

According to the Canadian Labour Congress, the introduction of maternity 
leave and enhanced benefits (inspired by BC’s actions in 1966) have 

 contributed to women’s participation in the workforce. Whereas in the 
1960s only 30% of women aged 20-30 participated in the labour force, by 
the end of the 1970s this proportion had doubled. It is currently estimated 

that over 70% of mothers with children under the age of five years are 
working. The introduction of maternity leave and benefits not only supports 
gender equality in the workforce but was a huge step forward in supporting 

women’s autonomy and agency within the family structure as well.

WHAT DOES THIS ACHIEVEMENT LOOK LIKE TODAY?
Today, as inspired by maternity benefits structures in Canada, parental leave entitlements have been introduced in order to encourage the sharing of 
newborn care responsibilities across caregivers. Under the current stipulations, pregnant persons are entitled to 15 weeks of maternity benefits. In 

addition, new parents can choose if and how to share between 35 and 69 weeks of leave between them once a baby has been born or adopted, however 
they see fit. While the extended parental benefits (69 weeks) involve a lower benefit rate, they provide families with the option to extend parent leave up to 

18 months should they wish to. Yet, unfortunately it is still possible for women to experience discrimination surrounding maternity leave, with some 
employers trying to find ways around returning women’s full responsibilities and benefits to them upon return to the workplace.

1. https://canadianlabour.ca/twlh-jun-4/
2. https://www.todaysparent.com/pregnancy/being-pregnant/how-ei-maternity-benefits-in-canada-work/
3. https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/ei/ei-maternity-parental.html
4. https://www.readersdigest.ca/health/relationships/how-maternity-leave-is-failing-canadian-women/
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ABOUT THIS PROJECT
This project aims to present significant achievements for women over the last 100 
years. It was developed specifically as a poster series to be displayed at 
International Women’s Day events in Guelph, ON. 
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