
Combatting Winter Fatigue in
Shift Work: A Practical Guide
for  OHS  Managers  and  Shift
Leaders

Winter  can  be  a  high-risk  season  for  fatigue-related
incidents,  especially  in  shift  work  environments.  Shorter
daylight hours, harsh weather, disrupted sleep patterns, and
increased workload pressures can quietly combine to create a
perfect storm for reduced alertness and rising burnout. For
OHS managers and shift leaders across North America, winter
fatigue should be treated as a serious operational hazard, not
just a wellness issue. With the right systems, culture, and
supervision  practices,  fatigue-related  errors  and  accidents
can be prevented. 

How  Winter  Fatigue
and  Burnout  Creep  into
the Workplace 
Fatigue is not always obvious. In many workplaces, it shows up
gradually  and  is  often  mistaken  for  "normal  winter
sluggishness." But the risks can be significant, particularly
in  safety-sensitive  environments  like  construction,
manufacturing, transportation, mining, utilities, healthcare,
and emergency services. 
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Common  Winter-Related  Fatigue
Contributors  
Reduced  daylight  and  circadian  disruption:  Many  workers
struggle with natural sleep-wake cycles during winter. Less
exposure to daylight can affect alertness, mood, and sleep
quality. 

Shift work and rotating schedules: Night shifts, early starts,
and  rapid  rotations  create  "sleep  debt",  especially  when
workers try to "flip" their sleep schedule on days off. 

Weather-related  stressors:  Snow,  ice,  and  cold  increase
physical strain and require more effort for routine tasks.
Workers  may  also  lose  sleep  due  to  winter  commuting
challenges.  

Increased workload and seasonal pressure: Winter maintenance
demands,  emergency  call-outs,  and  production  deadlines  can
lead to overtime and reduced recovery time. 

Burnout build-up: Burnout is longer-term and often tied to
high demands with low control or poor support. It can appear
as  emotional  exhaustion,  detachment,  and  declining
performance  –  often  worsened  by  winter  isolation  and  low
morale. 

Shift leaders should watch for early warning signs such as
irritability,  slowed  reaction  time,  forgetfulness,  reduced
communication,  microsleeps,  near-misses,  and  increased
reliance on caffeine or stimulants. 

How Fatigue Causes Workplace Accide
nts 
Fatigue  affects  the  brain  in  ways  that  directly  increase
incident  risk.  It  reduces  alertness,  slows  reaction  time,



weakens decision-making, and impairs judgement, similar to the
effects of alcohol impairment. Workers may take shortcuts,
miss hazards, or misjudge distances and timing. 

Fatigue  can  contribute  to  accidents  in
several ways: 
Minor errors and close calls: Dropping tools, skipping steps,
misreading labels, forgetting lockout procedures, or failing
to secure a ladder properly. 

Slips,  trips,  and  falls:  Winter  already  increases  slip
hazards. Add fatigue, and workers are less likely to notice
ice, maintain proper footing, or use three-point contact. 

Vehicle and equipment incidents: Drowsy driving and delayed
reaction  times  can  lead  to  collisions,  backing  incidents,
struck-by events, and rollover risks. 

Serious  injuries  and  fatalities:  Fatigue-related  judgement
errors  around  high-risk  tasks  (confined  spaces,  energized
systems, working at heights, heavy equipment) can lead to
catastrophic outcomes. 

The danger is compounded by the fact that fatigued workers
often  don't  realize  how  impaired  they  are.  They  may
feel they're "pushing through," when their safety margin is
shrinking. 

Prevention Strategies That Work Acr
oss Worksites 
To  combat  winter  fatigue,  organizations  need  layered
controls: policy, scheduling, supervision, and culture. 



Treat fatigue as a hazard (not a personal
weakness) 
Fatigue management should be built into the safety system.
Include fatigue in hazard assessments, toolbox talks, incident
investigations,  and  near-miss  reporting.  When  fatigue  is
normalized as a safety topic, workers are more likely to speak
up early. 

Strengthen shift scheduling and overtime
controls 
Where  possible,  reduce  fatigue  exposure  through  scheduling
design: 

Limit excessive overtime and consecutive shifts. 
Avoid quick turnaround between shifts. 
Provide adequate recovery time after nights. 
Consider forward-rotating schedules (days → evenings →
nights). 
Build in rest breaks that match task risk and weather
conditions. 

Even small improvements, such as reducing consecutive night
shifts, can significantly lower fatigue risk. 

Use "fit for duty" checks and supervisor
awareness 
Shift leaders should be trained to recognize fatigue signs and
intervene appropriately. Practical tools include: 

Brief fatigue check-ins at start-of-shift 
Buddy systems for high-risk tasks 
Adjusted task assignments for workers showing fatigue
symptoms 
Encouraging workers to report fatigue without stigma 



Improve winter-specific controls 
Because  winter  hazards  amplify  fatigue  impacts,  prevention
must include seasonal planning: 

Better lighting for dark starts/finishes 
Increased housekeeping to reduce slip hazards 
Warm-up breaks and proper PPE to reduce cold stress 
Safe  winter  driving  policies  and  realistic  travel
expectations 

Support recovery and mental health 
Burnout prevention requires more than scheduling. Workers need
support systems: 

Clear communication and predictable scheduling 
Access to EAP and mental health supports 
Respectful  leadership  and  psychologically  safe
reporting 
Recognition of workload strain and staffing gaps 

Fatigue prevention is most effective when workers believe the
organization  values  their  safety  more  than  productivity
targets. 

Winter fatigue is predictable, measurable, and preventable.
The  best  time  to  address  it  is  before  near-misses  become
injuries. OHS managers and shift leaders who integrate fatigue
management into daily operations will reduce incident rates,
protect  worker  wellbeing,  and  strengthen  safety
culture, especially during the most demanding season of the
year. 


