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BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS - CASE STUDIES

PAID MATERNITY LEAVE
SUBSTANCE ARCHITECTURE
Category: Benefits
Related Best Practice Recommendations: Provide a minimum of six to eight weeks paid maternity 
leave.

ABSTRACT
Substance Architecture implemented a paid maternity leave as described in the Substance Office Manual:

Substance Architecture provides six weeks of  paid maternity leave for any employee who has worked for the firm for 12 months 

or longer. In the event that an employee needs to use the maternity leave and has not completed their 12 months with the firm, 

the employee must remain with the firm after the completion of  their leave until their total service with the firm (not including 

the leave) equals 12 months.  Pay for the leave will be at the same salary rate as the employee’s rate before the leave began, and will 

be paid on the same bi-weekly pay period.  Any semi-annual reviews which would have fallen during the review will occur in the 

first eight weeks following the employee’s return from leave.

Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA)

Substance Architecture voluntarily complies with the requirements of  the Family Medical Leave Act of  1993 (FMLA), which 

requires that an employer provide unpaid time off  for employee’s leave for the birth, adoption, or placement in foster care of  an 

employee’s child, the serious illness of  an employee’s spouse, domestic partner, parent or child; or the employee’s own serious 

illness. (FMLA is required for employers with 50 employees or more).  FMLA will be calculated on a calendar year basis.

To be eligible for FMLA leave you must be employed by the company for at least 12 months and have worked at least 1,250 hours 

in the 12 months preceding the request.

• The total FMLA leave time shall not exceed 12 weeks which time will include used Paid Time Off  (PTO) and short-term 

disability.

• Employees shall provide 2 weeks notice for such leaves and complete a Request for Family Medical Leave form.

• If  an employee fails to return to full- or part-time employment at substance following FMLA leave, they will be required to 

reimburse the Firm for health insurance premiums paid by the firm during the time they were on leave. 
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Does your policy have any innovative characteristics/aspects?

Not really.  We are looking at adding paternity leave but have not adopted that policy at this time.

SUMMARY OF KEY OBJECTIVES AND LESSONS LEARNED
The major lesson learned for Substance has been that any beneficiary of  the policy so far, which has been used three times since 

its inception, has more than made up for the benefit by their dedication to the firm and their willingness to work extra hours, or 

in other ways, go above and beyond typical expectations.  This policy also communicates vividly that the firm is committed to the 

overall health and well-being of  our employees and their families.

PERSPECTIVES
Background of  Workplace:

• What was your policy or circumstances prior to implementing the Best Practice Recommendation (BPR)? 

We had a maternity leave policy before doing the BPR poll and creating an internal BPR review committee.

• What was the reason for implementing the change?

We had an employee press us on this issue of  maternity leave in 2007.  We implemented the policy that year.

• What is your firm make-up? How would you describe your firm culture? What is your firm history?

We have 25 employees, all architects. We have 3 principals, 6 firm associates. 15 registered architects and only 2 staff  who 

do not have degrees in architecture. Our culture is very design focused and we have very low staff  turnover. We work very 

hard not to add or reduce staff  based on our workload.  We have not laid off  any staff  due to workload since 2008. The 

firm was established in 2005. We have been interested in creating a studio type firm from the beginning.

Viewpoints and Challenges of  Employer and Employee

• Who initiated the process of  change? Was it an employee or employer driven decision process? Was it a management 

decision or grass roots initiative?

A prospective employee originally asked about maternity leave while we were interviewing her for a position at Substance. 

She did join our firm and later that year we instituted a maternity leave policy.

• Employer Perspective: What were considered to be financial challenges with implementing a new policy?  What were 

considered to be scheduling and resource management challenges with implementing the new policy?

We were very nervous about the implementation of  this policy as it would take a staff  member out of  a billable and 

production role for six weeks but the payroll expense would still need to be met. We have found that, while it is a financial 

and staffing challenge, it is no greater than many of  the other challenges in this area and can be managed.
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PROCESS
Decision Making

• Describe the decision making process and the key decision makers.

The firm principals were the decision makers on this. There were four principals at that time. We did not struggle to make 

this decision.

Implementation

• How was this policy implemented? 

We wrote a new version of  the Office Manual and presented it to the firm. There was not a great deal of  fanfare.

• What procedures are in place for determining eligibility? 

As stated in the Office Manual, any full time employee (30 hours +) who has been at the firm for 12 months is eligible.  A 

non-eligible employee who uses the policy must remain at the firm for 12 months.

Growing Pains

• What challenges did your company face in implementing the new policy? 

There were no significant challenges.

• How did your company adapt to the new policy?  

I believe it has created a feeling of  security and support within the office.


