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CONTEXT

• The first 1000 days of life are decisive in shaping 
language development.1 Inequalities in a child’s 
environment during this sensitive period can lead to 
later difficulties.2

• Child development may be positively influenced 
through increased time parents spend with their 
newborn3 during paid parental leave (PPL). 

• Further research is needed on how social 
determinants of health contribute to variations in 
paid parental leave uptake.4

• Additionally, parental practices adopted during PPL 
- such as early exposure to books - may contribute 
to language development.5

OBJECTIVES

• Study 1: Examine how social determinants of health 
contribute to variations in the uptake of paid parental 
leave among mothers.

• Study 2: Prospectively investigate the moderating role of 
PPL duration for both parents in the association between 
the age of first exposure to books and language skills.

RESULTS

METHODS

Sample 1 consists of 3456 children (49.3% boys) and 
their mothers participating in the Québec Longitudinal 
Study of Child Development 2nd Edition ([QLSCD-2], 
Canada).

Sample 2 consists of 2204 children and their parents 
participating in the QLSCD-2 study, for whom 
administrative data are available.

Measures

Parental 
leave

• Study 1: uptake reported by the mother at 17 
months postpartum (received maternity 
benefits yes/no, shared parental benefits with 
the co-parent yes/no)

• Study 2: administrative data for PPL duration 
(weeks) for both parents

Social 
determinants

• Child : eg., sex, gestational age, Apgar
• Maternal: eg., age, country of birth, 

education, habits during pregnancy
• Family: eg., structure, income
• Perinatal health services: eg., preventive

withdrawal, food aid

Language

• Communication subscale (Ages & Stages 
Questionnaires, 3rd edition)6

• Age of first exposure to books (in months)

Study 1: ↑ likelihood of not 
taking leave if…

1. No leave
(n=299, 8.6%)

2. Maternity leave 
only

(n=80, 2.3%)

3. Maternity & non-
shared parental
(n=1927, 55.8%)

4. Maternity & 
shared parental
(n=1150, 33.3%)

Anova / 
Chi-square

Age of first 
exposure to books 
(months; M [SD])

4.21 
(4.24)

4.52 
(4.52)

3.59 
(3.57)

3.52 
(3.52)

1=2<3=4
p<.001

Communication 
subscale (M [SD])

50.05 
(12.05)

52.14 
(13.73)

54.17
(9.82)

53.50 
(10.81)

1<3=4
p<.001

Living below 
poverty threshold 46.6% 22.2% 9.1% 8.8% 1>2>3=4

p<.001
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DISCUSSION
Key findings
• Mothers in the “No leave” group are more likely to experience increased socioeconomic hardship.
• Mothers planning to take an extended period of PPL are more likely to introduce books earlier.

• Mothers play a particularly influential role in early language development through reading. 
Nevertheless, both parents should be encouraged to actively engage in shared book reading during 
this period, as it may represent a critical window for supporting language outcomes.

• From a public health perspective, it is essential to promote access to policies that support child 
development, particularly among families who stand to benefit the most from such programs.

Strengths & Limitations 

+ Updated and 
contemporary 

portrait, drawing 
from a prospective 
population-based 
cohort of children

+ Use of 
socioecological 

framework to 
examine parental 

leave uptake

- Data collection 
during the COVID-19 

pandemic, which 
has altered the labor 

force participation 
and PPL uptake7,8

Table 1. Descriptive statistics by PPL users

Having benefited from 
perinatal preventive 

services during pregnancy

Being born outside of 
Québec-Canada

Living under the poverty 
threshold

Being a single parent Having low educational 
attainment 

The average duration of PPL was 43.77 weeks for mothers and 8.03 weeks for fathers. After controlling for the 
child’s sex and the co-parent’s PPL duration, the association between the age of first exposure to books and 
language skills at 29 months was moderated by the mother’s PPL duration (p=.03), but not by the father’s 
duration (p=.14). A minimum of 17.8 weeks of maternal PPL was required to observe a significant impact.
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Graphic 1. Moderation between age of exposure to books and language skills at 29 
months by PPL duration of the mother 

(model 1 with PROCESS 2.4; Hayes, 2022) 

15 weeks (slope = -.27, p =.083)
30 weeks (slope = -.42, p <.001)
50 weeks (slope = -.65, p <.001)
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