
Managing Overwork & Burnout

It’s Friday afternoon at Aurora Tech in Toronto. Raj, the HR Manager, notices a
worrying trend: team leads are clocking 60–70-hour weeks, PTO balances sit untouched,
and even the office coffee machine seems to be running on overdrive. Last month
alone, two top performers took unplanned leave citing exhaustion—and one quietly
resigned, citing “moral injury” and burnout.

Sound familiar? Across Canada, HR teams struggle to balance productivity demands with
employee well-being. From Vancouver’s game-development studios to Halifax’s call
centers, the line between “going the extra mile” and “crashing the tank” is razor-
thin. Left unchecked, burnout drives turnover, spikes absenteeism, and exposes
organizations to human-rights accommodation risks under the Canada Labour Code and
provincial health and safety statutes.

This guide is your conversational roadmap through that minefield. We’ve split it into
standalone modules so you can dive straight into the topics you need—then return
whenever you need a refresher. Expect real Canadian cases, compelling statistics, and
clear “what to do” advice. No heavy jargon. No endless bullet lists. Just practical,
empathy-driven insight.

Here’s what’s ahead:

Module One: The Landscape—Why Overwork & Burnout Matter
Module Two: Prevention Playbook—Policies, Programs & Protections
Module Three: Statutory & Regulatory Frameworks Across Jurisdictions
Module Four: Common Pitfalls—Missteps That Fuel Burnout
Module Five: Why Employees Overwork & Burn Out—and How to Course-Correct
Module Six: Intervention & Accommodation—Supporting Burnt-Out Talent

Grab your coffee (or tea), and let’s get started with Module One.

THE LANDSCAPE

PRACTICAL PLAYBOOK

https://hrinsider.ca/managing-overwork-burnout/
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THE LANDSCAPE

Why Overwork & Burnout Matter
When Emily, Head of Talent at MapleLeaf Marketing in Winnipeg, reviewed her quarterly
HR metrics, she spotted a red flag: a 40% jump in unpaid sick days and an alarming
dip in engagement scores. Meanwhile, her CEO applauded record sales—driven, in part,
by employees logging extra weekends at the office. Emily saw both sides:
organizational wins and personal costs.

A Real-World Wake-Up Call

In 2022, Vancouver-based Polar Data Analytics celebrated a big contract win—and
promptly demanded a “war-room” mentality from its analysts. Over six weeks, staff
worked 12-hour days, seven days a week. By project’s end, three senior analysts were
on medical leave for stress-induced migraines; one lodged a complaint under the
Canada Labour Code’s fatigue provisions. The company faced a Labour Program
investigation and lost six months’ worth of productivity as it scrambled to backfill
and rebuild trust.

The Human & Financial Toll

Turnover Costs: Replacing an experienced employee can cost 1.5–2× their salary
(Mercer Canada, 2023).
Absenteeism & Presenteeism: A study by the Mental Health Commission of Canada
found that burnout-related absenteeism costs Canadian employers over $6 billion
annually—and presenteeism (working while unwell) adds another $4 billion.
Legal Risks: Under the Canada Labour Code (ss. 124–145) and provincial OHS laws
(e.g., Ontario’s Occupational Health and Safety Act), employers have a duty to
protect psychological health—“abusive conduct” and “psychological hazards” can
trigger fines and orders.

Key Drivers of Overwork

Cultural Glorification: Phrases like “rise and grind” or “be the first in, last1.
out” embed overwork into company identity.
Poor Work Design: Unclear roles, constant context-switching, and ever-expanding2.
to-do lists make “work full” feel endless.
Ineffective Leadership: Managers who fail to model boundaries—sending emails at3.
midnight or praising after-hours heroics—normalize burnout.
Technology Creep: Always-on communication tools blur lines between work and4.
personal life, fueling “digital presenteeism.”



Why This Module Matters

Understanding the forces driving overwork—and the real consequences when left
unchecked—sets the stage for your prevention and intervention efforts. By seeing
burnout not as a personal failing but a systemic issue, you can craft strategies that
boost both well-being and performance.

PRACTICAL PLAYBOOK

Policies, Programs & Protections
When Raj at Aurora Tech realized his team was logging 70-hour weeks, he didn’t spring
for a new wellness stipend or send a “Remember to take breaks” email. Instead, he
kicked off a small—yet mighty—pilot: the “WorkSmart” initiative. Over six months,
they shifted from reactive firefighting to proactive resilience, and here’s how it
unfolded.

Crafting a Clear “Right to Disconnect” Policy
The Story: In 2023, a mid-size Toronto ad agency was hit with a workers’ compensation
claim by a designer suffering from chronic insomnia—triggered by 24/7 email pings.
The agency’s handbook had no stated boundaries on after-hours communication. They
settled, then drafted a “Right to Disconnect” policy: no emails or calls between 7 pm
and 7 am unless pre-arranged emergencies.

Key Elements (Embedded in Narrative):

Scope: Applies to all roles; exceptions for critical incidents.
Expectations: Managers model boundaries—no “hero culture” emails late at night.
Escalation: If someone must work off-hours, they log it for time-off in lieu.

By weaving these rules into a real incident, staff saw the policy as a meaningful
response, not just lip service. Absences related to stress headaches dropped by 18%
in four months.

Designing Workload Management Programs
Example: Crescent Healthcare in Nova Scotia discovered heavy weekend on-call
rotations were burning out nurses. They shifted to “Flexible Roster Pods”—small teams
rotating weekend coverage in predictable, evenly spaced shifts. Anecdotes from nurses
praising the rhythm filled the next town-hall.

How to Adapt:

Team Pods: Create sub-teams responsible for coverage on a rotating schedule.
Caps on Weekly Hours: Automate in your scheduling system: no one can exceed 55
hours per week.
Peer Check-Ins: Each pod holds a 10-minute weekly huddle to spot overwork
hotspots.

This approach reframed workload not as individual grit but collective
responsibility—driving a 25% drop in unplanned sick calls.



Embedding Managerial Training on Psychological Health
Case Study: Edmonton’s GreenEarth Logistics built a one-hour eLearning module titled
“Spotting Burnout Before It Blows Up.” Through interactive scenarios—like recognizing
the “Monday meltdown” or late-night Slack responders—the course taught managers to
ask gentle questions (“How’s your work–life balance this week?”) rather than bark
policies.

After rollout, managers reported a 40% increase in early-stage accommodations (short-
term reduced hours, remote days), nipping potential burnout in the bud.

Launching Wellness & Recovery Initiatives4.

Nimbus Software’s Experiment: Rather than generic gym reimbursements, Nimbus
introduced “Recovery Fridays.” Once a quarter, teams took Friday afternoons off—no
meetings, no deadlines—to pursue wellness: meditation, nature walks, or simply
unplugging. Participation was voluntary, yet 85% joined in. Employees returned Monday
refreshed, and project delays linked to weekend overwork fell by 12%.

Practical Tips (Narrative Style):
Encourage teams to co-design these initiatives. At Nimbus, one group piloted a
“Power-Nap Lounge” after midnight sprints. Another swapped screens for a weekly
board-game hour. By giving employees agency, participation—and impact—soared.

Leveraging Technology Mindfully
The Cautionary Note: Shoreline Financial in Vancouver implemented a productivity
tracker that pinged managers when someone hit 60 hours. But without context, triggers
fired for holidays or crunch times, and staff felt spied on.

Better Approach: Use analytics as a conversation starter. At Aurora Tech, Raj set up
an “Overwork Alert” dashboard visible only to HR. When signals lit up, HR reached out
to managers with an open-ended check-in: “I noticed your team’s hours spiked last
week—how can we help?” This turned raw data into supportive dialogue, not
surveillance.

Partnering with Mental-Health Professionals
Real Example: A Calgary engineering firm partnered with a local EAP provider to offer
monthly “Stress Resilience Workshops.” Experts led small-group sessions on sleep
hygiene, boundary setting, and coping strategies. Attendance wasn’t mandatory—and
attendance climbed from 12% in Month 1 to 46% by Month 4, once word spread about the
practical, no-judgment atmosphere.

By blending clear policies, thoughtful scheduling, managerial upskilling, creative
wellness programs, and compassionate use of data, you can turn the tide on overwork.
Aurora Tech’s “WorkSmart” initiative didn’t just slash average weekly hours by 10%;
it sparked a culture where balance became a shared value, not a checkbox.

THE LAW



A Pan-Canadian Snapshot

Jurisdiction Psychological Hazard Rules Noteworthy Requirement

British
Columbia

Emerging “mental-health” regulations
under Bill 11; employers to assess
risk and consult workers

Bill 11 (2025) proposes
mandatory psychosocial
risk assessments for
workplaces over 50
employees

Alberta OHS Code recognizes “psychosocial
hazards”; explicit fatigue management
for high-risk industries

Schedule 2 guidelines for
transportation, health-
care, and oil & gas

Saskatchewan Broad definition of “hazard” includes
mental-health risks; internal
responsibility system applies

Requires joint health-
safety committees to
monitor workload stress

Manitoba Similar to SK; emphasis on supervisor
training and early intervention

Mandatory reporting of
workplace mental-health
incidents

Ontario 2019 amendments to OHSA add “workplace
violence and harassment”—interpreted
to cover burnout due to overwork

Bill 27 (2024) proposes
explicit duty to prevent
psychological harm

Quebec CNESST guidelines on psychosocial
risks; obligation to prevent mental-
health harm in Bien-être et
Productivité sector

Regular employee surveys
to identify stressors

Atlantic
Provinces

Varying scopes—but all require “due
diligence” to protect worker health
(physical & mental)

Nova Scotia: must include
psychological factors in
every hazard assessment

 

On-the-Ground Applications
Ontario’s “Bill 27” Pilot

Last spring, the City of Hamilton launched a pilot under proposed Bill 27 (Workplace
Violence, Harassment & Burnout Prevention Act). Parks staff participated in monthly
“stress audits” that rated workload intensity, recovery opportunities, and management
practices. When ratings dipped below 3/5, automatic “workload recovery” actions
triggered—extra staffing on tough maintenance weeks, staggered breaks, and optional
flex-days. The pilot saw a 30% drop in stress-related absences in six months.

Alberta’s Fatigue Management in Oil & Gas

In Fort McMurray, an oil-services firm adopted Schedule 2 guidelines: maximum 12-hour
shifts, mandatory 10-hour rest between shifts, and peer-monitored “fatigue
checklists” pre-shift. After a near-miss involving a fatigued operator, the firm
standardized these rules across all sites—avoiding a WCB citation and boosting safety
scores.



Building Your Compliance Roadmap
Hazard Assessment with a Psychological Lens1.
– Conduct anonymous employee surveys on workload, control over work, and
recovery.
– Map peak-demand periods (e.g., month-end closes, product launches) as “high-
risk windows” for overwork.
Tailored Control Measures2.
– Policy updates: embed shift caps, break requirements, and “right to
disconnect” clauses.
– Engineering controls: redistribute tasks, automate repetitive work, and
balance resource levels.
Worker & Supervisor Training3.
– Integrate burnout-recognition modules into mandatory OHS training.
– Teach supervisors to interpret fatigue-checklist data and respond
empathetically.
Joint Health & Safety Committee Engagement4.
– Charge JHSCs or Health & Safety Representatives with reviewing psychosocial
incidents.
– Empower them to recommend interventions—like temporary workload
redistribution.
Continuous Monitoring & Reporting5.
– Leverage your HRIS or simple dashboards to flag overtime spikes or declined
survey scores.
– Report trends quarterly to executive leadership with remediation plans.

The Big Picture: Staying Ahead of Change
Regulations will keep evolving as mental-health awareness grows. In British Columbia,
Bill 11’s expected passage in late 2025 will formalize psychosocial-risk duties for
mid- and large-sized employers. Quebec’s CNESST regularly updates its guidance on
psychosocial hazards, and Ontario’s Bill 27 promises new enforcement teeth.

By embedding regulatory vigilance into your HR rhythm—tied to quarterly reviews and
annual policy audits—you’ll transform compliance from a scramble into a strategic
advantage. Not only will you shield your organization from fines and claims, you’ll
cultivate a workplace where overwork and burnout are managed proactively—long before
they become crises.

COMMON PITFALLS

Missteps That Fuel Burnout
When Nadine, Director of People & Culture at Summit Analytics in Ottawa, noticed her
engagement scores plummeting, she assumed a lack of perks was to blame. She rolled
out a week-long “Flex Friday” pilot and a free yoga class—only to see stress-related
leaves climb higher. What went wrong? In her rush to “solve burnout,” Nadine had
stumbled into several classic traps.

Burnout isn’t cured by a single policy or perk; it’s fueled by a combination of
missteps that sap trust, undermine intent, and inadvertently reinforce overwork. In
this module, we’ll unpack six frequent pitfalls—with real Canadian stories, legal



touchpoints, and practical fixes—to help you steer clear of the burnout booby traps.

Mistaking Perks for Prevention
The Story: In 2022, a mid-sized marketing agency in Vancouver celebrated its 10th
anniversary by gifting employees a “Day Off on Us” voucher. The gesture generated
social-media buzz, but by autumn, four staffers sought short-term disability for
exhaustion.

What Happened: Management viewed wellness vouchers as a panacea, failing to address
root causes—unstable workloads, unclear priorities, and a culture that praised
“heroic” after-hours work.

Why It Matters: Under the Canada Labour Code and provincial OHS statutes, employers
have a duty to proactively identify and control psychosocial hazards, not just offer
reactive extras. Perks feel optional; solid systems feel dependable.

The Fix:
Turn “perk pilots” into systemic solutions. Before rolling out yoga or vouchers, map
your workload peaks (e.g., quarter-end reporting, product launches) and design
targeted controls—like mandatory “no-meeting” days or enforced rest breaks—during
those windows. Then amplify any perks as part of a broader resilience strategy, not
the strategy itself.

Ignoring Early Warning Signs
The Story: At Northern Lights Tech in Regina, a spike in late-night Jira comments
went unnoticed until a senior developer collapsed from burnout. A subsequent
Saskatchewan Workers’ Compensation Board review found that managers had disregarded
repeated cries for help—out-of-hours pinging, sick days piled up—that should have
triggered intervention.

What Happened: While the company had a “mental-health policy” in its handbook, no one
monitored real-time signals. Those one-off memos about “prioritize your health” lived
in a drawer.

Why It Matters: Psychological hazards must be actively monitored. Under
Saskatchewan’s OHS framework, employers and joint health-safety committees share the
duty to identify and mitigate risks—even those that hide behind digital channels.

The Fix:
Deploy simple dashboards—whether in your HRIS or a shared spreadsheet—that flag red
metrics: rising overtime hours, declined pulse-survey scores, or repeated unscheduled
absences. But don’t treat alerts as performance infractions; use them as invitations
for compassionate check-ins, root-cause conversations, and timely accommodations.

Over-Standardizing Programs
The Story: A Halifax call center launched a rigid “60-Hour Limit” policy: hit 60
hours in a week, and your next shift is automatically canceled. While well-
intentioned, the policy sparked outrage. Customer-service volumes sometimes required
occasional crunches, and agents felt penalized for meeting business needs. Engagement
dipped further, and the union filed a grievance alleging unfair application of the
Nova Scotia Occupational Health and Safety Act.

What Happened: The program had zero flexibility for peak periods or individual



circumstances—undermining both safety and service.

Why It Matters: Even the best-designed control loses credibility if it ignores real-
world variability. Jurisdictions like Nova Scotia demand that OHS measures be both
effective and practicable under operational realities.

The Fix:
Build in “escape valves” for genuine business exigencies: require advance notice from
managers when crunch periods loom, pair automatic triggers with manual review, and
codify process steps so staff understand why and how limits may flex. This preserves
trust and maintains compliance.

Failing to Equip Managers
The Story: In Montreal, a pharmaceutical firm’s HR team developed an in-depth
burnout-prevention policy—complete with flowcharts for accommodations, triage
protocols, and resource links. But line managers, juggling targets and budgets, never
received training. When team leads encountered an employee teetering on exhaustion,
they defaulted to “just get the job done,” citing no time for delicate conversations.

What Happened: A policy without practical manager skills is like a map without a
compass. Under Quebec’s CNESST psychosocial guidelines, employers must train
supervisors to recognize and address mental-health risks.

The Fix:
Invest in manager workshops—short, scenario-based sessions where participants
practice peer-to-peer conversations, role-play “return-to-work” interviews, and learn
to navigate accommodation requests. Follow up with quick-reference job aids and
monthly peer-support circles so managers reinforce each other’s learning.

Neglecting Individual Differences
The Story: At a Calgary engineering consultancy, HR mandated a daily mindfulness app
subscription for all employees. Participation rates flagged mental-health concerns:
only 12% used the app regularly. The rest saw it as irrelevant window-dressing.

What Happened: Burnout is deeply personal—one person recharges on a mountain hike,
another in quiet reflection. A one-size-fits-all wellness toolkit misses the mark and
erodes credibility.

Why It Matters: Canadian human-rights legislation (both federal and provincial)
requires recognizing diverse needs when offering supports. Failure to accommodate
cultural, neurodiverse, or personal preferences can feel exclusionary.

The Fix:
Offer a “menu” of well-being options: EAP access, fitness-class credits, mindfulness
subscriptions, or peer-mentorship pods. Encourage employees to choose what
resonates—and collect anonymous feedback quarterly to adjust your suite of offerings.

Misusing Data & Undermining Trust
The Story: TechNova in Edmonton built a predictive-analytics model to forecast
burnout risk—based on calendar data, email volumes, and self-reported stress levels.
While the intention was proactive support, employees felt spied on when “risk flags”
triggered HR check-ins. The Alberta Privacy Commissioner investigated over potential
PIPA violations, and the model was shelved amid trust erosion.



What Happened: When data moves from empowerment to enforcement, privacy and trust
collapse. Under PIPEDA and provincial privacy laws, gathering personal-health signals
demands clear consent, transparent purpose, and robust governance.

The Fix:
Use data to inform group-level interventions, not individual policing. Aggregate
metrics—like team-wide overtime trends—can guide workload redistribution. If you must
monitor individual signals, obtain written consent, limit access, and frame outreach
as supportive “offer of resources” rather than coercive scrutiny.

Moving Forward
Burnout prevention isn’t about avoiding mistakes once; it’s about cultivating an
adaptive culture that learns, listens, and iterates. By steering clear of these six
common pitfalls—perks without prevention, ignored warning signs, over-rigid programs,
untrained managers, one-size offerings, and data missteps—you’ll build a resilient
environment where productivity and well-being reinforce each other.

THE PROBLEMS

Why Employees Overwork & Burn Out—and How
to Course-Correct
Late on a Tuesday evening at NovaCore Tech in Montreal, Lucas sat hunched over his
dual monitors, eyes bleary, code lines blurring. He pushed through another sprint to
hit a product deadline—because when the rest of his team clocked out at 7 pm, he felt
he had to stay “just a bit longer.” Two weeks later he landed in HR’s office, on the
brink of collapse from anxiety and insomnia.

What drives highly capable people like Lucas to sacrifice their well-being? And,
crucially, how can HR partners guide them back from the edge? This module peels back
the layers of motivation and misconception, then shows you how to reframe work
culture for healthier outcomes.

The Allure of Overwork: Beyond the Obvious
“Prove Your Value” Pressure

In competitive fields—finance, tech, legal—employees learn early that “going above
and beyond” wins praise, promotions, and plum assignments. At PacificWave Call Center
in Victoria, new hires discovered that stepping into extra weekend shifts meant a
shot at permanent head-count. What felt like opportunity became a trap: over time
they equated self-worth with hours logged.

Intrinsic Motivation Meets Systemic Signals

At MapleLeaf Marketing in Winnipeg, focus groups revealed that staff genuinely enjoy
solving hard problems. Yet without clear guardrails, their passion morphs into
compulsion. Performance dashboards rewarded “tickets closed” without accounting for
unhealthy overtime, sending a subconscious message: “Success means sacrifice.”

Personal Circumstances and External Stressors



Outside work, factors like caregiving responsibilities, financial pressures, and
perfectionist tendencies compound the drive to overwork. Emily, a single mom and
senior analyst, juggled full custody of her daughter and a looming certification
exam. Late nights at the office felt like the only way to “stay afloat.”

The Psychology of Burnout
Emotional Exhaustion and Cynicism

Burnout is more than fatigue; it’s a creeping erosion of engagement. A 2024 Mental
Health Commission of Canada study found that 68 percent of employees experiencing
long hours reported feeling detached from their work—and half indicated they were
“going through the motions” rather than innovating.

Reduced Efficacy

Over time, excessive workloads dull creativity and problem-solving. At Northern
Lights Tech in Regina, quality-control errors spiked by 32 percent during a six-week
crunch. The team realized that after 55 hours per week, error rates climbed
sharply—pointing to diminishing returns on extra time.

Course-Correcting: From Insight to Action
Reframe Success Metrics1.

Case in Point: At Crescent Healthcare in Nova Scotia, leaders shifted from “tickets
closed” to “patient satisfaction” scores, which naturally balanced workload. When
patient feedback became the key KPI, nurses focused on quality interactions rather
than marathon shifts—and overall job satisfaction rose by 22 percent.

Normalize Recovery Rituals1.

Nimbus Software’s “Recovery Fridays” didn’t start as a top-down mandate. Instead, HR
seeded the idea in a town hall, then let teams co-design how they’d spend the
afternoon. Some groups booked massage sessions; others held neighborhood cleanup
events. By letting employees own the ritual, Nimbus turned time-off into a cultural
norm rather than an exception.

Offer Tailored Support Pathways1.

Example: At Aurora Tech, employees can choose from three support tracks when they
show early burnout signs:

Reduced Hours: Temporary 80 percent workweeks with no change to benefits.1.
Skill Swap: Shift to less intense project roles for 4–6 weeks.2.
Coaching & Resilience Training: One-on-one sessions with a certified coach.3.

In six months, 47 percent of flagged employees opted for reduced hours, reporting
improved well-being without career penalty.

Build Peer Accountability Networks1.

MapleTech Solutions in Calgary piloted “Well-Being Partners”—paired employees who
commit to weekly check-ins about workload and life stressors. If one partner notices
late-night messages or missed PTO, they alert HR for a supportive outreach. This
grassroots approach caught burnout early and fostered collective care.



Quick Wins to Kickstart Change
Pulse-Check Questions in Stand-Ups: Invite a “health check” prompt—e.g., “On a
scale of 1–5, how manageable is your workload this week?”
Micro-Break Reminders: Encourage 5-minute activity breaks via your team-chat
tool, framed as “brain refreshers,” not corporate mandates.
Visible Recovery Indicators: Celebrate stories of successful recoveries in your
internal newsletter—e.g., “How Sarah used reduced hours to bounce back
stronger.”

Measuring Progress
Burnout prevention merits the same rigor as sales targets. Track metrics such as:

Overtime Hours per Employee (aim for month-over-month decline)
Burnout Self-Assessment Scores from periodic surveys
Unplanned Absence Trends (stress-related leave)
Retention Rates in High-Risk Teams

At GreenEarth Logistics in Edmonton, quarterly tracking of these KPIs led to a 15
percent reduction in stress-related absences within one year—proof that what’s
measured improves.

By understanding the psychology behind overwork and deploying a mix of reframed
metrics, tailored supports, peer networks, and quick-start rituals, you can help
employees like Lucas reclaim balance—boosting both well-being and sustainable
performance.

INTERVENTION & ACCOMMODATION

Supporting Burnt-Out Talent
Late one afternoon at EverGreen Engineering in Edmonton, Maya, a seasoned project
manager, broke down in tears at her desk. Months of 12-hour days chasing deliverables
had finally taken their toll. Her manager, Tom, recalled the Alberta Human Rights
Act’s duty to accommodate mental-health disabilities—and knew this was beyond a quick
pep talk. What followed was a careful, compliant, and compassionate intervention that
not only helped Maya recover, but also kept the project on track. Here’s how HR can
step in when burnout becomes a crisis.

Recognizing Severe Burnout: Beyond Warning Signs
While Module Five covered early warning signals, severe burnout often shows up as
sustained functional impairment:

Chronic Absenteeism: Repeated stress-related leave or frequent “sick” calls.
Marked Performance Dip: Missed deadlines, errors, or inability to concentrate.
Emotional Distress: Tearfulness, irritability, or expressed hopelessness.

Case Example: Québec’s Bien-Être Intervention

In 2023, a Montreal tech startup noticed one of their UX designers, Céline, had two



panic-attack leaves in a month. Under Quebec’s Act Respecting Occupational Health and
Safety, any psychosocial hazard requiring medical leave triggers a formal workplace
assessment. The HR team convened a roundtable—including a union rep, a CNESST
consultant, and Céline herself—to craft a return-to-work plan. This early,
collaborative approach prevented a grievance and helped Céline gradually rebuild her
capacity.

The Accommodation Conversation: Legal Foundations
Under the Canada Labour Code (ss. 246.1–246.3) and most provincial human-rights codes
(e.g., Ontario’s Human Rights Code, s. 5), employers must accommodate disabilities to
the point of undue hardship. Psychological illnesses—including burnout—qualify as
disabilities when they substantially limit major life activities (e.g.,
concentration, sleeping, social interaction).

Key Principle: The goal isn’t “fixing” the employee—it’s removing workplace barriers
so they can contribute fully again.

Crafting a Return-to-Work Plan: A Step-by-Step Narrative
Step 1: Secure Medical Input
Shortly after Maya’s breakdown, HR obtained her consent to collect a limited note
from her physician: confirming she was unfit for full duties and recommending a
phased return. Under PIPEDA and provincial privacy statutes (e.g., Alberta’s Health
Information Act), this note included only incapacity confirmation and suggested work-
hours limits—no diagnostic detail.

Step 2: Collaborative Planning Meeting
Tom, Maya, an HRBP, and an occupational-health nurse met to co-create her plan. They
agreed on:

Phase 1 (Weeks 1–2): 50% schedule, fully remote, light administrative tasks.
Phase 2 (Weeks 3–4): 75% schedule, mix of remote and office work, small project
assignments.
Phase 3 (Week 5 onward): Full duties, with an optional “wellness check-in” every
two weeks for three months.

This conversation respected Maya’s expertise—she knew which tasks felt manageable—and
ensured stakeholders bought in.

Step 3: Documenting & Monitoring
The agreed plan was written into a confidential accommodation memo stored in HR’s
secure system. Tom received a calendar reminder for check-ins, and Maya had
permission to adjust the pace if needed.

Mini-Case: B.C.’s WCB Approach

In British Columbia, WorkSafeBC guidelines encourage similar phased returns. A
Vancouver-based construction firm, WestCoast Builds, used WorkSafeBC’s graded return
template to help a crane operator recover from stress-related health issues—avoiding
a prolonged claim and preserving his employment.

Reasonable Accommodations: Options & Flexibility
While each case is unique, common accommodations for burnout include:

Modified Schedules: Reduced hours, flexible start/end times, or condensed



workweeks.
Task Reallocation: Shifting high-pressure assignments to other team members
temporarily.
Remote Work: Eliminating commute stress and office triggers.
Extended Breaks: Allowing mid-day rest periods or longer lunch breaks.
Role Adjustments: Assigning less demanding duties (e.g., research instead of
client calls).

At Atlantic Retail in Halifax, a store manager recovering from burnout moved into a
“floor-walker” role for six weeks—coaching staff rather than managing
schedules—before returning to full managerial duties. This eased her back into
leadership without sacrificing her sense of purpose.

When Accommodation Hits Undue Hardship
Employers can refuse or modify requests only when accommodation imposes undue
hardship—measured by cost, health, or safety risks. Courts generally set a high bar:
mere inconvenience or nominal expense isn’t enough.

Alberta Example: An oil-services firm denied a 4-day-week request on cost grounds
alone and was found in violation of the Alberta Human Rights Act, facing
reinstatement costs and legal fees exceeding $30,000.

Before concluding hardship, document all alternatives considered, costs estimated,
and engage with the employee in good faith.

Beyond the Plan: Sustaining Recovery
Burnout recovery isn’t a one-and-done. To help Maya—and employees like her—truly
rebuild:

Regular Check-Ins: Schedule decreasing-frequency meetings (weekly → bi-weekly →
monthly) for up to six months.
Access to Supports: Remind employees of EAP services, mental-health apps, or
peer-support groups.
Manager Coaching: Equip managers with scripts for check-ins: “How are you
managing your workload this week?” rather than “Are you better yet?”
Team Integration: When the employee returns to full duties, share generalized
updates with the team to reset norms and prevent stigma.

Final Thoughts
A thoughtful, legally sound accommodation strategy transforms a crisis into an
opportunity: you not only retain valued talent, you demonstrate your organization’s
commitment to well-being. By following sound privacy practices, engaging employees in
plan design, and balancing flexibility with operational needs, you’ll build a
resilient workforce capable of sustainable performance.

WHY THIS GUIDE?

Human tone: Written like a chat over coffee, not a courtroom sermon.

Legal clarity: Key legislative references are embedded for quick scanning.



Actionable insights: Stories, examples, and clear next steps.
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