EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE AND WOMEN:
WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW
1.

Fewer Women Qualify - All employees pay into EI, but women are less likely than men to qualify
for benefits when they lose their job. The situation has worsened across Canada since 1996,
when new EI rules more than doubled hours of work requirements. Nationally, only 32% of
unemployed women versus 40% of unemployed men could collect regular benefits in 2004, down
from 39% and 45% in 1996. New Brunswick’s coverage rates are significantly better, but more
women than men are still shut out: 71% of jobless women and 79% of jobless men qualified in
2004, fewer than in 1996 when 81% and 92% qualified.i More people can access EI in high
unemployment provinces like New Brunswick because fewer hours of work are needed to qualify
than in areas with low unemployment rates.

2.

Accumulating Those Magic Hours - EI hours requirements stack the deck against women who
tend to move in and out of the labour market to handle caregiving responsibilities and usually
work fewer hours than men, even when they have a full-time job. You may pay into EI for years,
but be denied benefits unless you have worked the minimum required hours, all during the year
before your claim. Applicants need 420 to 700 hours, depending on the local unemployment rate,
or 910 hours if they are in the work force for the first time or have been out for 2 years or more.ii
Men have a higher official unemployment rate than women – 10.2% compared to 7.5% for New
Brunswick women in 2009 (Canada: 9.4% men, 7% women)iii but women are more likely to be
underemployed in poor quality jobs. While nearly as many women as men are in paid
employment, more working women than men in New Brunswick have non-standard or precarious
jobs (part-time, casual, term or contract, or multiple jobs) where it is difficult to accumulate the
required hours in the 12-month qualifying period. iv Another 9% of women and 14% of men are
self-employed so have been automatically excluded from the program (Canada: almost 40% of
employed women were in non-standard jobs in 2008, versus 30% of men; self-employed, 12% of
women; 20% of men).v

3.

When Caring Conflicts With Work - Rules governing voluntary job leaving also make it harder
for women to qualify for EI, because they are more likely than men to quit, for example when
family responsibilities conflict with job schedules.vi Job leavers are usually not eligible for EI,
unless they can prove they quit for what EI considers “just cause.” Acceptable circumstances
may include sexual harassment, accompanying a partner on an out-of-town move or having to
care for a child or family member, but the onus is on the job leaver to show that no other
reasonable alternative could be found.vii In the case of family caregiving, potential applicants are
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cautioned that while it may be needed if the family member is gravely ill, has had an accident or is
living in “distress”, “the necessity of taking care of a young child must not be confused with the
simple desire to do so”, a matter of “personal choice” which would not entitle the parent to regular
benefits.viii A return to school is also not considered a valid reason under EI rules.
4.

Women’s Benefits Are Low - Women who qualify for EI receive on average lower benefits than
men, and for a shorter period, because of their lower average earnings, fewer hours of work and
interrupted labour force participation. New Brunswick women earned 13% less per hour than men
in 2009, or 28% less if we consider full-time, full-year earnings in 2007 (Canada: 15% and 29%).ix
A claimant could be entitled to 0$ or a very low cheque because of the formula used to calculate
the weekly benefit amount. Total earnings over the last 26 weeks of work - including weeks with
no or low earnings - are divided by a minimum “divisor” number (currently 14 in the high
unemployment areas, 22 in the lowest unemployment areas), and the weekly cheque is 55% of
that amount (if you worked more weeks than the divisor, the greater number is used) to a current
weekly maximum of $457.x If the divisor is low, you get a bigger cheque, which means that
claimants living in a low unemployment area (such as cities, where the cost of living is higher),
get lower benefits.xi The wage replacement rate, along with the level of maximum insurable
earnings and the real value of benefits, has declined over the years, from 66% in the early 1970s
to 60% in 1979, 57% in 1993, and 55% in 1994.xii Nationally in 2007/08, women’s average
weekly EI benefit was $310 versus men’s $373.xiii The number of hours worked and the local
unemployment rate determines the duration of benefits, varying from 14 to 50 weeks. More
women than men exhaust their weeks allotment: nationally in 2006/07, 30% of women and 27%
of men used all the weeks of benefits they were entitled to receive.xiv

5.

Inadequate Sickness Benefits - More women than men collect EI sickness benefits - almost 6 in
10 (58%) New Brunswick beneficiaries were women in 2008xv - but their average benefits are
lower and often run out before they have recovered from their illness or injury.xvi Nationally in
2007/08, women’s average weekly sickness benefit was $288 compared to $355 for men. Nearly
one in three EI sickness benefits recipients (total, women and men) in Canada exhaust the 15
weeks maximum allowance.xvii The maximum duration of these special benefits has not budged
since their introduction in 1971. Canada is one of a handful of industrial nations that provides
less than 6 months of income protection for illness.xviii The Disabled Women’s Network of
Canada suggests that a 50-week period would allow people with chronic or episodic illnesses or
disabilities to recuperate.xix To qualify for sickness benefits you must have worked 600 hours in
the last year or since your last claim, prove temporary inability to work and provide a medical
certificate confirming the incapacity and how long it is expected to last.xx If you live in a high
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unemployment area, you may need to work more hours to get sickness benefits than you would
to qualify for regular benefits.xxi
6.

A Poor Plan For Parents - Many women are not eligible for maternity and parental benefits
under the EI program, because they haven’t worked 600 hours in the previous year, or can’t take
full advantage of the extended benefits offered since 2001 because they are unable to live on
55% or less of their average earnings.xxii Canada has one of the lowest wage replacement levels
for maternity/parental benefits in the world.xxiii Most beneficiaries of the up to 50 weeks of
combined maternity/parental benefits (35 weeks for adoptive mothers or shared between mothers
and fathers) are older women in permanent, better-paid jobs – they may have an employer who
provides salary “top-ups” - who are having their first child.xxiv Low income earners
overrepresented in non-standard work arrangements - including lone mothers, Aboriginal women,
women with disabilities, less educated women and immigrant women - tend to be shut out. About
one in three Canadian mothers of newborns did not receive any maternity benefits in 2008.xxv In
fact, more men than women are entitled to parental benefits, but very few fathers take them, not
surprising given low wage replacement levels, potential job penalties and lingering social stigma
regarding stay-at-home dads. While the number of New Brunswick fathers taking parental leave
jumped from less than 30 in 2000 to about 230 in 2008, more than 9 in 10 parental leave-takers
are still women.xxvi The average weekly parental benefit collected by Canadian men in 2007/08
was $390, compared to $342 for women.xxvii

7.

Quebec Parents Have It - Mothers living in Québec can more easily qualify for
maternity/parental benefits and receive more generous weekly cheques under that province’s
Parental Insurance Plan. Inspired by European models, the plan was introduced in January 2006
after the federal government accepted Quebec’s decision to create its own income support
program for parents. Eligibility is based on minimum earnings rather than hours - $2,000 in the
year before birth or adoption – which means that a person earning the current New Brunswick
minimum wage of $8.25 would need about 240 hours to qualify, well below the current EI
minimum hours.xxviii The self-employed are also covered. New parents can choose between 2
options, which provide 70% to 75% of past earnings for at least part of the leave. A key feature of
the Québec plan, designed to encourage the participation of both parents in caring for their
children, is a short paternity leave reserved for fathers, or for the co-parent in same-sex families.
The basic plan offers 70% for 18 weeks maternity and 7 weeks parental benefits, with an
additional 25 weeks at 55%, plus a 5 week non-transferable paternity leave at 70% (adoptive
parents can get 12 weeks at 70% plus 25 more at 55%). The second option provides a 75% rate
for all types of leave: 15 weeks maternity, an additional 25 weeks parental, plus 3 weeks of
designated paternity leave (37 weeks for adoptive parents under option 2). The Québec plan also
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sets much higher maximum insurable earnings amount - $62,500 compared to the Canadian
$43,200 for 2010 – so better paid workers can draw higher weekly benefits. About 18% more
new mothers received benefits in Québec in 2006 than in the rest of Canada and the average
benefit was about 27% higher than that paid to other Canadian mothers.xxix
8.

Inadequate Caregiving Leave - Many women are caregivers for elderly or chronically ill
relatives, but very few of them can access income support under EI’s compassionate care leave
program. Introduced in 2004, the program offers 6 weeks of benefits to individuals caring for
relatives facing imminent death. As for other special benefits, the claimant must have worked
600 hours in the previous year. They also need a medical certificate to show that the family
member has a high risk of death within 26 weeks.xxx Take-up for the program has been quite low:
only 5,700 beneficiaries across Canada in 2007/08, three-quarters of them women, collected an
average weekly benefit that year of $326, compared to $374 for men.xxxi The New Brunswick
numbers are small – 123 in 2004/05, 116 in 2005/06 and 153 in 2006/07 - and no gender
breakdown of beneficiaries or average weekly benefits is available.xxxii

9.

What Women Want - For years now, women’s groups and progressive policy organizations have
been demanding an overhaul of EI to better fit women’s paid work patterns, family responsibilities
and income support needs. Key reforms include reduction of the hours requirement for all
benefits to a Canada-wide 360 hours, allowing a reach-back period of up to five years for
eligibility purposes (especially for new mothers), covering the self-employed, improving wage
replacement rates to at least 65%, basing the benefit level on the best 12 or 14 weeks,
eliminating the 2-week unpaid waiting period, expanding the duration of sickness and
compassionate leave benefits and accepting a wider range of reasons for quitting a job.xxxiii

10.

In Support of Effective Policies - Canada’s EI program is a powerful reminder of what happens
when policies, programs and services do not consider the different needs and situation of women,
men and diverse groups of women and men. More than ever in the current economic downturn,
we need effective policy-making to protect the vulnerable, promote individual and community
well-being and associated economic growth, facilitate work-life balance, encourage the sharing of
caregiving responsibilities between women and men, and build a society where all citizens have
more real choices and supports when it comes to paid and unpaid work.

i
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