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Mandatory Overtime 
 
The CFNU believes that the practice of mandating overtime is unjust, unacceptable and potentially unsafe 
due to the increased risk of nurse fatigue. It is the position of the Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions 
to reject the practice of officially mandating nurses to work overtime, as well as the practice of coercing 
or pressuring a nurse into accepting overtime. After a regularly scheduled shift, the nurse must have the 
option to accept or decline any overtime. 
 

According to Bosek (2001), mandatory overtime is defined as “[…] a person with authority is commanding 
a person with lesser authority or power to work extra hours not previously negotiated and that the 
person with lesser power is obligated to comply during mandatory overtime.”1 
 

Human resource strategies are needed that will firstly address, on an interim basis, the scheduling 
problems caused by the shortage of nurses, and secondly work toward a health human resource plan for 
the future that adopts proven initiatives on retention, return and recruitment of nurses within the public 
health care system. In alignment with years of nursing research, the CFNU supports a call for the 
promotion of innovative responsive scheduling and the abolishment of mandatory overtime.2 
 

As noted in Nursing Economics, “Researchers exploring the effects of nursing overtime have identified 
relationships between overtime and practice errors, nurse fatigue and injuries, and adverse patient 
outcomes.”3 
 

With the exception of disaster situations or emergency circumstances (where the Code of Ethics outlines 
the duty to provide care), nurses’ unions feel that there are no circumstances whereby employers should 
mandate employees to work overtime. Mismanagement of human resources and chronic unfilled 
vacancies do not constitute grounds for mandating overtime. Additionally, the right to refuse to provide 
care may also be applied during an emergency situation when ability to provide safe care is compromised 
by unreasonable expectations, lack of resources or ongoing threats to personal well-being.4  
 

Therefore, we urge health care policy-makers to eliminate mandatory overtime, and create more 
attractive full-time jobs within health care organizations and in our communities. 
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