
MEDICAL RESTRICTIONS

Pregnancy and heavy 
lifting — what’s an 
employer to do?

Do you ever hesitate when an employee hands you a note
from a doctor limiting her physical activities? Do you wonder if
you’re required to provide the employee with light-duty work?
What about pregnant employees? Should you accommodate
their job duties during pregnancy? Several employment laws can
apply to such medical issues. A recent decision by one of
Florida’s newest federal judges, Richard Smoak from Panama
City, provides insight into the thought process you should apply
to those situations.

Facts

Dawn McQueen was a customer service agent for Air-
Tran Airways, Inc., where she worked at the counter and
handled luggage for customers. The airline’s written job
description for the agents includes the ability to lift up to
70 pounds repetitively. Further, the airline requires that
they be cross-trained to work in three job positions: the
ticket counter, gate, and ramp.

McQueen became pregnant in March 2003. Four-
teen weeks into her pregnancy, she gave her supervisor a
note from her doctor recommending that she limit her
lifting to no more than 30 pounds. She didn’t have an ab-
normal pregnancy; instead, her doctor believed that even
though she was healthy, she still should limit her lifting
while pregnant. She would have required an accommo-
dation for the rest of her pregnancy — approximately six
months.

AirTran faced the dilemma of allowing McQueen to
work without being able or qualified to perform a regular re-
quirement of her job. The airline believed that allowing

her to do so would jeopardize its business of transporting
customers and their luggage. It thought that it wasn’t feasi-
ble for any agent to perpetually avoid lifting up to 70
pounds. It was concerned about whether McQueen might
misjudge the weight of a package and injure herself or
jeopardize her pregnancy accidentally. On the other hand,
if it placed her on leave, it ran the risk of a pregnancy dis-
crimination lawsuit.

AirTran placed McQueen on unpaid leave under the
Family and Medical Leave Act until she was able to lift up
to 70 pounds. After placing her on leave, the airline held
her position open for over 10 months. After she delivered
her baby, she asked to return to work, and the airline
received clearance from her doctor and immediately 
restored her to her former customer service position. End
of story, right?
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situations involving pregnancy, you should ask yourself
how you have treated nonpregnant employees when they
have asked for medical accommodation. How, for exam-
ple, have you treated male employees when they were in-
jured or required surgery?

You can catch up on the latest court cases involving preg-
nancy discrimination in the subscribers’ area of www.HRhero.
com, the website for Florida Employment Law Letter. Just log
in and use the HR Answer Engine to search for articles from
our 50 Employment Law Letters. Need help? Call customer
service at (800) 274-6774. ❖
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