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To support women in the workplace, longer legislated maternity leaves have been encouraged in
Scandinavian countries and recently in Canada. Yet, past research shows that longer legislated maternity
leaves (i.e., 1 year and longer) may unintentionally harm women’s career progress. To address this issue,
we first sought to identify one potential mechanism underlying negative effects of longer legislated
maternity leaves: others’ lower perceptions of women’s agency. Second, we utilize this knowledge to test
interventions that boost others’ perceptions of women’s agency and thus mitigate negative effects of
longer legislated maternity leaves. We test our hypotheses in three studies in the context of Canadian
maternity leave policies. Specifically, in Study 1, we found that others’ lower perceptions of women’s
agency mediated the negative effects of a longer legislated maternity leave, that is, 1 year (vs. shorter,
i.e., 1 month maternity leave) on job commitment. In Study 2, we found that providing information about
a woman’s agency mitigates the unintended negative effects of a longer legislated maternity leave on job
commitment and hireability. In Study 3, we showed that use of a corporate program that enables women
to stay in touch with the workplace while on maternity leave (compared to conditions in which no such
program was offered; a program was offered but not used by the applicant; and the program was offered,
but there was no information about its usage by the applicant) enhances agency perceptions and
perceptions of job commitment and hireability. Implications for theory and practice are discussed.

Keywords: maternity leave, agency, job commitment, hireability, gender

Many countries worldwide implement maternity leave policies
with one of the salient differentiating features being the length of
time allocated. In recent times, there has been a trend of legislating
longer maternity leaves in many countries. For example, in Canada
in a recent federal government budget, an extension from 12 to 18

months of parental leave was announced (Alini, 2017; Andressen,
2017). This extension is similar to many Scandinavian countries’
policies, which have been legislating longer maternity leaves at the
national level (Evertsson & Duvander, 2011). At the same time, a
large body of research in the field of economics suggests that
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longer legislated maternity leaves (usually defined as 1 year and
longer) in developed economies where leaves also entail paid
provisions (although the exact level of payment varies by each
country) can undermine women’s career progression (see Rossin-
Slater, 2017, for a review). For example, this past research shows
that longer legislated maternity leaves are related to reduced wages
(Lequien, 2012; Ruhm, 1998) and lower access to higher level
positions and other career advancements (Blau & Kahn, 2013;
Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017). This is problematic for governments,
organizations, and society at large, as it suggests that well-
intentioned policies of longer maternity leaves may in turn back-
fire and hurt women’s careers. As such, finding ways to combat
the negative effects of longer legislated maternity leaves is of
ultimate importance for helping women’s career progression.

In this article, we first seek to identify one potential mechanism
that underlies negative effects of longer legislated maternity
leaves; second, we seek to utilize that knowledge to create and test
interventions that can help organizations and women mitigate
these negative consequences. Past research has mostly examined
main effects of longer legislated maternity leaves without identi-
fying underlying mechanisms, which is a crucial aspect for finding
ways to mitigate negative effects of longer legislated maternity
leaves. By integrating role congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002)
with signaling theory (Paustian-Underdahl, Halbesleben, Carlson,
& Kacmar, 2016; Spence, 1973), we suggest that one potential
underlying mechanism for the negative effects of longer legislated
maternity leaves may be that they lower perceptions of women’s
agency. In contrast, shorter leaves may signal a woman’s agency
by indicating that, despite having a child, the woman is dedicated
to her work. Given that perceptions of job commitment are seen as
related to success in management positions (Leslie, Manchester,
Park, & Mehng, 2012), perceptions of job commitment, in turn,
should influence women’s access to management positions, that is,
hireability. Below, we outline our theoretical logic in more detail
and present three studies testing our hypotheses in the context of
Canadian legislated maternity leave policies, which are 1 year long
and entail paid provisions for the entire duration of the leave
through the national’s employment insurance program calculated
as a percentage of women’s previous earnings.

Theoretical Framework: Maternity Leaves and
Perceptions of Agency

Role congruity theory asserts that women are seen as less
suitable for leadership roles than men because of an incongruence
between leadership roles and women’s gender roles (Eagly &
Karau, 2002). Namely, women are expected to be communal,
possessing traditional feminine traits such as warmth and sensitiv-
ity to the needs of others (Rudman, Moss-Racusin, Phelan, &
Nauts, 2012). By contrast, leaders are expected to be agentic,
possessing traditional masculine traits such as career-orientation
and dominance (Rudman et al., 2012). This is problematic for
women who are aspiring to leadership positions in general, but this
may pose a greater challenge for women who take maternity
leaves. This is because they may be perceived as particularly
lacking in agency (i.e., traits signaling career-orientation, etc.) due
to taking time off work and becoming mothers (Heilman &
Okimoto, 2007; Morgenroth & Heilman, 2017).

This should be the case especially when a woman takes a longer
legislated maternity leave, as longer leaves should confirm wom-
en’s traditional gender roles and emphasize women’s communal
traits. On the other hand, taking a shorter maternity leave may
signal high career-orientation and dedication, portraying women as
highly assertive, independent, and having strong determination.
Namely, signaling theory suggests that managers base their judg-
ments of employees’ future achievements and behaviors on em-
ployees’ observable and current behaviors (Paustian-Underdahl et
al., 2016; Spence, 1973). In the context of hiring, when future
behaviors of an employee are unknown, taking a shorter maternity
leave may thus be a particularly strong signal of agency as such an
undertaking (i.e., returning early to work after giving birth) can be
an exerting task both physically and psychologically. This early
return to work may also strongly communicate a woman’s dedi-
cation and commitment to her job, which is an indicator of career
success (Leslie et al., 2012). Thus, we expect that a longer legis-
lated (vs. shorter) maternity leave may lead to lower perceptions of
agency and job commitment, and that lower perceptions of agency
underlie the relation between a longer legislated maternity leave
and job commitment.

Hypothesis 1: A longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave
leads to lower perceptions of agency and expected job
commitment.

Hypothesis 2: Agency perceptions mediate the effect of a
longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave on perceptions
of expected job commitment.

Study 1

Method

Participants and procedure. Participants were 93 business
undergraduate students (55% women; age: M � 20.00 years, SD �
0.93; work experience: M � 2.87 years, SD � 1.89) at a Canadian
university who received research course credit in exchange for
their participation. They came to a laboratory and were informed
that the purpose of the study was to examine how impressions of
job applicants are formed at the beginning of the hiring process
when minimal information is provided. They were further in-
formed that they would be presented with a job application and
that they would need to provide an evaluation of a job applicant.
They first reviewed a job advertisement for the position of a
marketing manager (see below). Second, they were randomly
presented with one of two versions of an internal application for
the advertised job: a version in which a female applicant took a
1-year (i.e., longer legislated) or a 1-month (i.e., shorter) mater-
nity leave. The two versions of the application were identical in
every other aspect (see below). Finally, participants completed the
measures described below. All studies reported in this article were
reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at Wil-
frid Laurier University. For Study 1 and 2, the protocol number
was 3772 and the title of the study was “Impressions of Job
Applicants.” For Study 3, the protocol number was 5142 and the
title of the study was “Evaluating Job Applicants.”

Materials. The job advertisement and application were pat-
terned after materials used in Heilman and Okimoto’s, 2008 study.
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The job advertisement was for a marketing manager position and
included common marketing tasks and a salary range. The job
application portrayed the applicant as a woman and included
information about her education (i.e., an MBA degree), current job
duties, some prior managerial experience, high performance eval-
uation scores, and favorable comments from her current supervi-
sor. In addition, information that the applicant took either a 1-year
or a 1-month maternity leave was included in a section that
inquired about leaves of absence. A longer legislated maternity
leave was 1 year as that was the length employers were legally
mandated to provide to their employees at the time of the study
(Service Canada, 2016) making it practically relevant as this is a
commonly taken leave in Canada. Indeed, in a separate sample of
Canadian business undergraduate students (N � 292; 38%
women), participants were randomly assigned to rate to what
degree they believed either a 1-year or a 1-month maternity leave
was standard and commonly taken by women in Canada using a
7-point scale. We found that participants perceived 1 year to be
standard, but not 1 month as indicated by one-sample t tests
showing that the mean for a 1-year leave was higher than the
midpoint of the scale, that is, 4 (M � 5.12, SD � 1.61), t(143) �
8.33, p � .001, whereas the mean for the 1-month was lower than
the midpoint of the scale (M � 2.03, SD � 1.23),
t(144) � �19.04, p � .001. We operationalized a shorter mater-
nity leave as 1 month because it is likely to some degree to be
taken by women in professional jobs (Marshall, 1999), and past
research also suggests that maternity leaves less than 3 months
tend to be related with more positive outcomes (i.e., no wage
penalty and increase in female employment rates; Ruhm, 1998).

Measures. All measures in this article used a 7-point Likert
response scale (1 � strongly disagree; 7 � strongly agree). We
measured agency perceptions with a 16-item scale from Rudman
et al. (2012) (e.g., career-oriented, ambitious; � � .90), and
expected job commitment with a three-item scale from Heilman
and Okimoto (2008) (e.g., “If hired, the applicant would be very
committed to the company”; � � .79). The zero-order correlation
between agency perceptions and job commitment was .42. To
verify that participants perceived stimuli and manipulations cor-
rectly, we asked participants to indicate (a) what type of leave the
applicant took using a multiple choice question with the following
options: medical leave, maternity leave, and sabbatical leave and
(b) the length of the applicant’s leave in an open format response;
96% and 89% of participants correctly answered questions 1 and 2,
respectively.

Results

Supporting Hypothesis 1, we found that applicants who took a
longer legislated leave were perceived as less agentic (M � 5.24,
SD � 0.71) and were expected to be less committed to their job
(M � 4.91, SD � 0.98) than applicants who took a shorter leave,
agency: M � 5.60, SD � 0.52, t(91) � �2.81, p � .006, SE � .13,
d � .58; job commitment: M � 5.36, SD � 1.12, t(91) � �2.05,
p � .044, SE � .22, d � .43. In addition, to provide an estimate
of variance accounted for, we computed �2, which was .08 for
agency and .04 for job commitment. Supporting Hypothesis 2, a
bootstrapping procedure with 10,000 samples using PROCESS
(Model 4; Hayes, 2013) showed a significant indirect effect of a
longer legislated (vs. shorter) leave on expected job commitment

via agency perceptions (indirect effect � �.23, SE � .12, 95%
confidence interval [CI] [�.53, �.06], R2 � .18; see Figure 1).1

These findings suggest that women who take longer legislated (vs.
shorter) maternity leaves may incur lower evaluations when ap-
plying for leadership positions.

Study 2

Study 1 shows that lower perceptions of women’s agency un-
derlie the negative effect of longer legislated (vs. shorter) mater-
nity leave on evaluations of women. This finding provides an
avenue to explore and understand ways to mitigate negative effects
of longer legislated maternity leaves. In Study 2, we thus take an
interventionist approach and examine whether providing addi-
tional information about a woman’s agency may mitigate such
negative consequences. By manipulating perceptions of the wom-
an’s agency, Study 2 also seeks to provide causal evidence for our
mediator. Namely, one limitation of Study 1 is that both the
mediator (i.e., agency perceptions) and the dependent variable
(i.e., job commitment perceptions) were measured at the same
time, precluding any causality conclusions (Pirlott & MacKinnon,
2016; Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005), and recent articles and
advances in mediation analyses have called for a greater use
of experimental manipulations of mediating processes (i.e.,
manipulation-of-mediator design, Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016).
One powerful type of manipulation-of-mediator design is a con-
current double randomization design in which both the indepen-
dent and the mediator variables are manipulated in the same study
(Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016). Although this design aims to pro-
vide evidence for the process (i.e., mediation), statistically it
entails testing an interaction between the two manipulated vari-
ables. In Study 2, we thus manipulated both the length of maternity
leave and agency by providing either information about a woman’s
agency or gender-neutral information. We expected that the neg-
ative effect of a longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave
would be mitigated when information about the woman’s agency
is presented, whereas the negative effect would be observed when
gender-neutral information is presented because it provides
grounds for the woman’s agency to be questioned.

Hypothesis 3: The negative effect of a longer legislated (vs.
shorter) maternity leave on expected job commitment is mit-
igated when information about a woman’s agency is provided,
whereas the negative effect is observed when gender-neutral
information is provided.

We also sought to expand the breadth of our dependent variables
by examining whether negative effects of a longer legislated
maternity leave extend beyond perceptions of expected job com-
mitment to influence women’s access to management positions,
that is, hireability, given that role congruity theory ultimately

1 We also examined whether participant gender may influence our
results, but we found no effects of gender on any of our outcomes and
controlling for gender did not change the significance of our results. In line
with best practice recommendations that suggest not including control
variables that do not influence results (Becker et al., 2016; Bernerth &
Aguinis, 2016), we did not include gender in the report of our analyses in
Study 1. We also did not find any effects of gender in Studies 2 and 3.
These analyses can be obtained from the first author.
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suggests that women are less likely to be hired as leaders (Eagly &
Karau, 2002). In a moderated mediation model, we test whether
the negative effect of a longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity
leave on expected job commitment in turn lowers hireability when
additional information provided is gender-neutral, whereas such
negative effects are mitigated when information about agency is
provided (see Figure 2).

Hypothesis 4: The negative effect of a longer legislated (vs.
shorter) maternity leave on expected job commitment in turn
lowers hireability when gender-neutral information is pro-
vided, whereas such negative effects are mitigated when in-
formation about a woman’s agency is provided.

Method

Participants and procedure. Participants were 135 business
undergraduate students (46% women; age: M � 19.00 years, SD �
0.74; work experience: M � 2.82 years, SD � 1.99) at a Canadian
university who received research course credit for participation. A
total of 152 participants completed the study, but we excluded 14
participants who did not correctly answer three attention checks
(e.g., “Respond with ‘agree’ for this item”; Meade & Craig, 2012).

The procedure resembled the procedure in Study 1 with the same
job advertisement and job application with random assignment of
participants to either a 1-year or a 1-month maternity leave. Fol-
lowing the application, participants received additional informa-
tion about the applicant ostensibly written by the applicant’s
supervisor in which the applicant was described as either agentic
or in a gender-neutral manner (see Appendix A). Lastly, partici-
pants completed the measures described below.

Measures. We used the same scale as in Study 1 for job
commitment (� � .75) and a three-item scale for hireability from
Rudman and Glick (1999) (e.g., “I would personally hire the
applicant for the job”; � � .83). The zero-order correlation be-
tween job commitment and hireability was .28. To ensure our
manipulation worked, we used a 10-item agentic traits measure
(Bem, 1974; e.g., dominant, independent; � � .86). Finally, 99%
participants correctly identified the type of leave and 89% cor-
rectly identified the length of the leave.

Results

As expected, participants in the agency information condition
rated the applicant higher on agency (M � 5.30, SD � 0.76) than
participants in the gender-neutral information condition (M �
4.65, SD � 0.69), t(133) � �5.15, p � .001, SE � .12, d � .90.
To examine whether providing information about the applicant’s
agency mitigates negative job commitment perceptions for appli-
cants who took a longer legislated maternity leave (Hypothesis 3),
we conducted a 2 (longer legislated vs. shorter maternity leave) �
2 (agentic vs. gender-neutral information) analysis of variance. In
the main effects model, there was a main effect of the maternity
leave manipulation, F(1, 131) � 11.07, MSE � .821, p � .001,
�p

2 � .08, with lower job commitment in the longer legislated
(M � 5.11, SD � 1.01) versus shorter maternity leave condition
(M � 5.61, SD � 0.84); and no main effect of the agency
manipulation, F(1, 131) � 3.87, MSE � .821, p � .051, �p

2 � .03.
The R2 for the main effects model was .09.

However, as expected, this main effect was qualified by an
interaction between the maternity leave and the agency manipula-
tion, F(1, 130) � 3.93, MSE � .803, p � .049, �p

2 � .03 (overall
model R2 � .12, R2 attributable to the interaction was .03; see
Figure 3). Supporting Hypothesis 3, applicants who took a longer
legislated (M � 4.74, SD � 0.96) versus shorter maternity leave
(M � 5.59, SD � 0.72) were expected to be less committed, F(1,
130) � 11.86, p � .001, in the gender-neutral information condi-

 

 

 

Longer Legislated 
(vs. Shorter) 

Maternity Leave  

Others’ 
Perceptions of 

Women’s Agency 

Expected Job 
Commitment 

-.36* (.13) .64*** (.16) 

-.45* (.22) /-.21 (.21), ns 

Figure 1. Others’ perceptions of women’s agency mediate the effect of a
longer legislated maternity leave (i.e., 1 year; coded as 1) versus shorter
maternity leave (i.e., 1 month; coded as 0) on expected job commitment
perceptions in Study 1. The first regression coefficient (�.45�) below the
arrow connecting the longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave with
expected job commitment indicates a direct effect of the longer legislated
(vs. shorter) maternity leave on expected job commitment, whereas the
second regression coefficient (�.21, ns) indicates the effect of a longer
legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave on expected job commitment con-
trolling for the mediator (i.e., others’ perceptions of women’s agency).
Values are unstandardized coefficients (standard errors are in parentheses).
ns � nonsignificant. � p � .05. ��� p � .001.

 

 

 

Longer Legislated 
(vs. Shorter) 

Maternity Leave 

Agentic (vs. 
Gender-Neutral) 

Information 

Expected Job 
Commitment 

Hireability  

Figure 2. Agentic (vs. gender-neutral) information about the woman
moderates the indirect effect of longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity
leave on hireability via expected job commitment in Study 2.
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Figure 3. Agentic (vs. gender-neutral) information about the woman
moderates the effect of a longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave on
expected job commitment of the woman in Study 2.
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tion; there were no such differences in the agentic information
condition (longer legislated maternity leave: M � 5.41, SD � 0.96;
shorter maternity leave: M � 5.63, SD � 0.92), F(1, 130) � 1.08,
p � .301).

We next tested the proposed moderated mediation model
(Hypothesis 4) with Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS macro (Model
7), which uses two regression models and a bias-corrected
bootstrapping technique (with 10,000 samples) to compute the
conditional indirect effect. In the first regression, as described
above, there was a significant interaction between the maternity
leave and the agency manipulation in predicting job commit-
ment. In the second regression, there was a significant effect of
job commitment on hireability (see Table 1 for model coeffi-
cients). Supporting Hypothesis 4, the conditional indirect effect
was significant when the additional information provided about
the woman was gender-neutral (conditional indirect ef-
fect � �.25, SE � .10, 95% CI [�.51, �.09]), and not agentic
(conditional indirect effect � �.07, SE � .08, 95% CI [�.26,
.06]). Finally, the index of moderated mediation (i.e., the test of
equality of the conditional indirect effects in the two groups)
was also significant (index � .18, SE � .11, 95% CI [.01, .46])
indicating that the two indirect effects were indeed different
from each other. Our results show that providing information
about the woman’s agency can be beneficial for evaluations of
women who took longer legislated maternity leave.

Study 3

In Study 3, we extend our interventionist approach and seek
to test the mitigating effects of using programs offered by
organizations that have the potential to boost perceptions of
agency by utilizing recent initiatives in corporate Canada. Spe-
cifically, it has been noted that many professional women feel
disconnected from their workplace during their maternity
leaves, making it hard to return to work (Grenier, 2017). In
response to this, organizations in Canada have started imple-
menting programs that enable women to stay connected to their
workplace during maternity leave to the degree that they choose
to (e.g., Eichler, 2011).

Drawing on signaling theory (Spence, 1973), we suggest that
the existence and usage of such programs offers a unique
opportunity for women to boost others’ perceptions of their

agency and in turn mitigate the potential negative consequences
of taking a longer legislated maternity leave on their career
outcomes. Namely, using such corporate programs enables
women who take longer legislated maternity leaves to demon-
strate their agency as even while being with a newborn baby
(which is challenging on its own) they are managing to stay
connected to some degree with their work indicating high levels
of dedication to their work and careers. In Study 3, in a sample
of Canadian employees, we examine in a serial mediation
model whether taking advantage of a corporate program that
provides women with opportunities to stay connected with work
during their maternity leave may boost others’ perceptions of
their agency and, in turn, also job commitment perceptions and
hireability.

Hypothesis 5: The effect of using a corporate program that
enables women to stay connected with their workplace (vs. no
such program) on hireability is sequentially mediated by per-
ceptions of agency and expected job commitment.

In our theoretical argument above we suggest that the miti-
gating effects of the corporate program happen when women
use that program to signal their agency and dedication. How-
ever, there is a possibility that the mere existence of such a
program may have mitigating effects because such a program
may change stereotypical perceptions of women. Further, there
is also a possibility that not taking advantage of such a program
when it exists may hurt women because it may emphasize
women’s communal side and signal their lack of agency. To
disentangle the effects of mere program existence from program
usage, in addition to having a condition where the program
exists and is used (which is where we predict effects) we have
two additional comparison conditions (in addition to a no
program condition): the mere existence of a program with no
information about its usage and the existence of a program
without usage.

Method

Participants and procedure. Participants were 558 Cana-
dian employees (66% women; age: M � 41.50 years, SD �
12.05; work experience: M � 14.62 years, SD � 12.28; 52%

Table 1
Coefficient Estimates for the Moderated Mediation Model (Study 2)

Variable

Stage 1 (dependent variable:
job commitment)

Stage 2 (dependent variable:
hireability)

B SE t B SE t

Constant 5.59 .14 40.41��� 3.83 .52 7.37���

Longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave �.84 .22 �3.77��� .06 .17 .34
Agentic (vs. gender-neutral) information .04 .21 .19
Longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity leave � Agentic

(vs. gender-neutral) information .62 .31 1.98�

Expected job commitment .30 .09 3.28��

Total R2 .12��� .08��

Note. N � 135. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Maternity leave length is coded as 1 � longer legislated leave (1 year) and 0 � shorter leave
(1 month). Applicant information is coded as 1 � agentic information and 0 � gender-neutral information.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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managerial experience; 59% hiring experience) recruited using
Qualtrics, a third-party organization that recruits participants
through their research panels and administers online surveys
(we paid $10 USD to Qualtrics per participant). Qualtrics
originally recruited a total of 640 participants, but 82 partici-
pants did not have complete data or did not correctly answer
attention checks (Meade & Craig, 2012), and hence were not
included in our final sample.

In an online survey, participants were first presented with the
same job advertisement and a job application as in Study 1 and
2. Given that the focus of Study 3 was to examine an interven-
tion that mitigates negative effects of a longer legislated ma-
ternity leave, all participants read that the applicant took a
1-year maternity leave. Next, participants were randomly as-
signed to one of four conditions: one of the three conditions in
which participants read that the company offers a program for
engaging employees while on leave (see Appendix B) but the
applicant either used the program (use of corporate program),
did not use the program (no use of corporate program), or there
was no information about the program’s usage (corporate pro-
gram with no usage information); or to the no program condi-
tion, in which participants received no information about a
program. Lastly, participants completed the same scales as in
Study 1 and 2 measuring agency perceptions (� � .94), job
commitment (� � .88), and hireability (� � .87). All partici-
pants correctly identified the type of the leave and 96% cor-
rectly identified the length of leave. Participants also rated to
what degree they perceived that the job ad they viewed at the
beginning of the study was in regards to a leadership position.
A mean higher than the midpoint of the scale (4) indicated that
participants perceived that the applicant was applying for a
leadership position (M � 6.01, SD � 1.02), t(557) � 46.55, p �
.001.

Results

We conducted one-way analyses of variance to examine
differences in agency perceptions, job commitment, and hire-
ability among the four conditions. As expected, there was a
main effect of condition when predicting agency perceptions,
F(3, 554) � 8.87, p � .001, �2 � .05; job commitment, F(3,
554) � 25.76, p � .001, �2 � .12; and hireability, F(3, 554) �
5.94, p � .001, �2 � .03. Means, standard deviations, and
zero-order correlations are presented in Table 2. As expected,
agency perceptions, job commitment, and hireability, were

higher in the use of corporate program condition than in any of
the other three conditions (all comparisons ps � .035). Further,
there were no differences among no use of corporate program,
the corporate program with no usage information, and no
program condition when predicting agency perceptions and
hireability (all comparisons ps � .522). However, job commit-
ment was lower in no use of corporate program than in either
the corporate program with no usage information (p � .001) or
no program condition (p � .003); there were no differences
between the corporate program with no usage information and
no program (p � .567).

Next, we tested our serial mediation model using PROCESS
(Model 6; Hayes, 2013). Our independent variable had four
conditions and thus we had to create a dichotomous variable for
this analysis. Given that for the most part there were no differ-
ences among the three comparison conditions, we merged them
together and created a dichotomous variable comparing the
three merged conditions to the use of corporate program con-
dition. We used this variable as an independent variable in
testing our serial mediation model. Agency perceptions and
expected job commitment perceptions were entered as the first
and second mediator, respectively. Supporting Hypothesis 5,
there was a significant indirect effect of the use of corporate
program condition (vs. the merged three comparison condi-
tions) on hireability through agency perceptions and expected
job commitment (indirect effect � .11, SE � .03, 95% CI [.07,
.18], R2 � .43), operating sequentially (see Table 3 and Figure
4).

The results thus showed that using a corporate program
giving women opportunities to stay connected with work while
on maternity leave can be a successful agency intervention,
mitigating the negative effects of longer legislated maternity
leaves. This study also suggests that the mere existence of such
a program is not enough to combat negative effects of longer
legislated maternity leaves and that taking advantage of such a
program is important for enhancing perceptions of agency. The
responsibility is thus both on organizations to offer such pro-
grams and women to take advantage of them. While this may
not be ideal as it may put pressure on women, organizations
seem to be moving in the right direction with these initiatives as
they are giving women more opportunities if they choose to
take advantage of them. Also, although most of our results
suggest that not using such a program is not influencing eval-
uations of women (agency and hireability), there was an unex-

Table 2
Means, Standard Deviations, Cronbach’s Alphas, and Correlations (Study 3)

Variable

Use of corporate
program

No use of
corporate program

Corporate program with
no usage information

No corporate
program

1 2 3(n � 127) (n � 143) (n � 126) (n � 162)

1. Agency perceptions 5.48 (.69)a 5.00 (.82)b 5.10 (.87)b 5.13 (.79)b (.94)
2. Expected job commitment 5.69 (.82)a 4.58 (1.27)b 5.16 (1.10)c 5.00 (.92)c .67��� (.88)
3. Hireability 5.52 (.89)a 4.99 (1.23)b 5.16 (1.14)b 5.16 (.94)b .60��� .60��� (.87)

Note. Columns labeled “use of corporate program,” “no use of corporate program,” “corporate program with no usage information,” and “no corporate
program” present means and standard deviations (standard deviations are in parentheses). In each row, means with different subscripts differ significantly
at p � .05. For agency perceptions, expected job commitment, and hireability, the scale ranged from 1 to 7. Cronbach’s alphas are presented in parentheses.
��� p � .001.
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pected negative effect on job commitment indicating a possi-
bility that not using such a program may have some negative
consequences.

Discussion

To support women in the workplace, longer legislated ma-
ternity leave policies have been gaining traction in more coun-
tries. While such policies are well-meaning and progressive,
research suggests that they may negatively affect women’s
careers. In this article, we identified lower perceptions of wom-
en’s agency as one potential underlying mechanism of the
negative effects of longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity
leaves. This was of ultimate importance because it enabled us to
identify a way for organizations and women to mitigate these
negative effects.

By doing so, our work contributes to the literature on mater-
nity leaves in several ways. First, our work identifies agency as
an important underlying mechanism, which offers ways for
intervening and combating the unintended negative effects of
longer legislated maternity leaves. This is important because
most women in Canada take a 1-year maternity leave (Findlay
& Kohen, 2012) and finding a strategy in which women can
both take time to be with their newborn children and also avoid
career penalties is crucial to our society. Moreover, past re-
search suggests that longer maternity leaves are positively
related with both the health of the mother and children (Rossin,
2011; Staehelin, Bertea, & Stutz, 2007), making it even more
important to find ways to mitigate such negative effects. Our
work suggests that when longer legislated maternity leaves are
coupled with agency enhancements, women are less likely to

Table 3
Regression Coefficients, Standard Errors, and Model Summary Information for the Serial Mediation Model (Study 3)

Predictors

Agency perceptions
(M1)

Expected job
commitment (M2) Hireability

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Independent variable
Use of corporate program vs. three merged

comparison conditions .40��� .08 .43��� .08 �.04 .09
Mediators
Agency perceptions .86��� .04 .48��� .06
Expected job commitment .35��� .04
Intercept 5.08��� .04 .53� .22 .95��� .22
Model summary information R2 � .04 R2 � .47 R2 � .43

F(1, 556) � 24.59��� F(2, 555) � 245.03��� F(3, 554) � 141.23���

Note. N � 558; M � Mediator.
� p � .05. ��� p � .001.

 

 

 

 

 

Others’ 
Perceptions of 

Women’s Agency 

Expected Job 
Commitment 

.86*** (.04) 

.40*** (.08) .35*** (.04) 

Women s AgencyW

.43*** (.08) .48*** (.06) 

Use of Corporate 
Program (vs. 
Comparison 
Conditions) 

Hireability 

.42*** (.11) /-.04 (.09), ns  

Figure 4. Others’ perceptions of women’s agency and expected job commitment perceptions mediate sequen-
tially the relationship between the use of corporate program condition (coded as 1) versus the three comparison
conditions (we merged the three comparison conditions: no use of corporate program, corporate program with
no usage information, and no program condition; coded as 0) and hireability ratings in Study 3. The first
regression coefficient (.42���) below the arrow connecting the use of corporate program condition (vs. compar-
ison conditions) with hireability indicates a direct effect of the use of corporate program condition (vs.
comparison conditions) on hireability, whereas the second regression coefficient (�.04, ns) indicates the effect
of the use of corporate program condition (vs. comparison conditions) on hireability controlling for the two
mediators (i.e., others’ perceptions of women’s agency and expected job commitment). Values are unstandard-
ized coefficients (standard errors are in parentheses). ns � nonsignificant. ��� p � .001.
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incur negative consequences. Further, our results build on and
extend recent findings showing that women employ a range of
strategies to manage their workplace impressions during preg-
nancy, including planning to take a shorter maternity leave and
that these strategies are related to reduced perceptions of dis-
crimination, lessened burnout, and increased likelihood of re-
turning to one’s job (Little, Major, Hinojosa, & Nelson, 2015).
Our results, however, suggest that women do not necessarily
need to reduce time with their newborns to succeed in their
careers, as there is a practical way for organizations and women
to partner in mitigating these unintended negative conse-
quences. In fact, with agency interventions, women can devote
more time to their families and excel at work when agency
perceptions are enhanced.

Limitations and Future Directions

Some limitations of our work should be noted. First, our
samples in Study 1 and 2 used undergraduate students whose
work experience generally is limited. We address this concern
in Study 3 using a sample of employees with substantial work
experience. Further, our effect sizes were small. However,
although small, our effect sizes were meaningful for the fol-
lowing reasons. First, the female applicant in our studies was
portrayed as highly qualified and even under such circum-
stances, the applicant who took a longer legislated (vs. shorter)
maternity leave was evaluated less favorably. Cortina and Lan-
dis (2009) called this type of design “inauspicious” and sug-
gested that small effect sizes in such studies tell a big story
because, in spite of subtle manipulations, effects were still
observed. Second, as women tend to be underrepresented in the
pool of candidates for leadership positions, having even slightly
lower ratings due to a maternity leave may make a big differ-
ence in whether a woman is appointed to a leadership position
further contributing to underrepresentation of women in lead-
ership positions. Finally, it is difficult to tease apart whether
negative reactions to longer legislated maternity leaves are due
to the leave length or being standard because longer legislated
leaves contain elements of both being longer and standard.
Future research is needed to unpack these effects.

Practical Implications

Our findings suggest that commonly taken 1-year maternity
leaves in corporate Canada may have unintended negative conse-
quences for women’s careers unless some mitigating measures are
in place. For example, our Study 3 suggests that corporate pro-
grams that offer women opportunities to stay in touch with their
work and taking advantage of such programs may be an effective
way to enhance others’ perceptions of women’s agency. In some
cases when women go on maternity leave, their electronics (e.g.,
laptops, phones) that are meant for business only are taken away
and given to the individual who is backfilling the position (Equal-
ity & Human Rights Commission, 2017), which makes it difficult
for women to stay connected with the workplace even when they
want to be. Providing women with creative avenues to stay en-
gaged with the workplace, to the extent they wish, gives women
who take a longer legislated maternity leave an opportunity to
demonstrate their agentic traits. Our results thus provide prelimi-

nary evidence that innovative practices that some organizations are
putting in place (Eichler, 2011) are effective in helping new
mothers stay and grow in the workplace to the extent that women
chose to participate in these programs. That is, while the mere
existence of such a program does not seem to have mitigating
effects, the existence coupled with its usage seems to be effective.
The downside of this approach is that women may feel pressured
to stay connected to the workplace even though they may not want
to be. At the same time, some women may want to be engaged and
may find it frustrating if there are no options for keeping in touch.
Overall, it seems that such initiatives may be a step in the right
direction and that organizations need to partner with women to
mitigate such negative effects.

An additional way to combat unintentional negative conse-
quences of longer maternity leaves is to raise awareness among
managers and decision-makers that maternity leaves may invoke
negative perceptions of employees who take such leaves and seek
ways to overcome such biases when making important decisions.
Supporting this approach, past research has shown that raising
awareness about harmful effects of prejudice and stereotypes can
lead to reduction in such attitudes (Becker & Swim, 2012). Finally,
for women who are seeking to pursue management positions, our
results suggest that unintentional negative effects of commonly
taken maternity leaves in Canada can be buffered by emphasizing
their agency. Other than using a corporate program to demonstrate
agency, women may consider finding career sponsors who could
emphasize women’s agency to others and champion their careers.

In conclusion, by drawing on and integrating role congruity
theory and signaling theory we identified one mechanism of the
negative effects of taking a longer legislated (vs. shorter) maternity
leave on women’s career outcomes: others’ lower perceptions of
women’s agency. This, in turn, allowed us to test avenues through
which these negative effects can be combated, providing guidance
on how women may choose to take longer legislated maternity
leaves without jeopardizing their careers. The ability to take a
longer legislated maternity leave without subsequent career pen-
alties is an important mechanism for achieving greater work-life
balance, for promotion of women into leadership positions, and for
organizations to retain and grow talent.
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Appendix A

Study 2 Agency Manipulation

The Agency Information Condition

Subordinates have often described Elizabeth as someone who is
career oriented, assertive, and willing to take risks. She is also
known to be ambitious and willing to take a stand.

The Gender-Neutral Information Condition

Subordinates have often described Elizabeth as someone who is
tactful, conscientious, and likeable. She is also known to be reli-
able and adaptable to change.2

2 The traits used in these two descriptions were taken from the Bem
Sex-Role Inventory (Bem, 1974) and Rudman et al.’s (2012) gender
prescriptive traits scale. Prior to conducting Study 2, we pilot tested our
manipulation in a separate sample of 40 students and we found, as
expected, that perceptions of agency were higher in the agency infor-
mation condition (M � 5.78, SD � 0.71) than in the gender-neutral
information condition (M � 5.23, SD � 0.73), t(38) � 2.39, p � .022,
d � .77.

Appendix B

Description of Corporate Program in Study 3

Supreme Marketing Solutions is pleased to offer a Keep-in-
Touch program that gives employees on maternity/paternity leave
an opportunity to stay up-to-date on their projects and participate
in the development of new projects. Overall, it gives employees
the opportunity to be engaged with their work, projects, and clients
to the degree to which they desire and have opportunity for, as well
as accessing professional development opportunities. Employees
who use this program have the opportunity to receive updates on

their projects, attend project development meetings, and be in
contact with other employees and clients while they are on mater-
nity/paternity leave.
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