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Navigating Employees 
Running Out of PTO 
Paid time off (PTO) is a valuable benefit that supports 
employee well-being, work-life balance and overall 
productivity. However, many employees find 
themselves running low—or completely out—of PTO by 
the fall season, leaving little flexibility for year-end 
holidays, sick days or other unexpected events. This 
pattern can lead to stress, burnout and decreased 
productivity, especially during the final quarter of the 
calendar year when workloads often increase. 

At the same time, employers face a delicate balance. 
Encouraging employees to use their PTO supports well-
being and helps prevent burnout, but allowing too much 
time off to be used at once, or by too many employees 
during the same period, can create its own challenges. 
Concentrated PTO usage can reduce team productivity 
and output and create scheduling gaps that are difficult 
to fill, particularly in industries such as retail, where the 
end of the year is often the busiest season. Employers 
must weigh the benefits of flexible PTO usage against 
the operational needs of the business. 

Understanding how to help employees manage their 
time off more efficiently, while also protecting business 
operations, is key to fostering a healthier, more 
productive workplace. This article explores why 
employees may be running low on available PTO by the 
fall season and how to help workers better manage and 
maximize it throughout the year. 

Reasons Employees May Run Out of PTO Early 
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the 
average American worker receives 11 paid vacation days 
annually, increasing to 15 days after five years and up to 
20 days after two decades. However, PTO policies vary 
greatly by organization and industry. 

These policies generally fall into a few common 
categories. Accrual-based policies allow employees to 
earn PTO gradually based on hours worked or length of 
tenure. Front-loaded, or lump-sum, policies grant the 
full annual allotment at the start of the year. Some 
employers offer unlimited PTO policies, which do not set 
a fixed cap on the number of days employees may take. 
However, usage is still typically subject to manager 
approval and business needs. Many organizations also 
separate time off into distinct categories, such as 
vacation, sick leave and personal days, while others 
combine them into a single PTO bank. 

There are myriad reasons employees may exhaust their 
PTO before the end of the year, including: 

• Front-loaded PTO policies—Many companies
provide employees with their full PTO
allotment at the beginning of the calendar year.
While this approach offers flexibility for
workers, it can also lead to early overuse.
Employees may feel comfortable taking longer
vacations or multiple days off in the first half of
the year, not realizing how quickly their
balance is depleting.

• Life events and emergencies—PTO isn’t just
used for leisure; it’s also a safety net for life’s
unpredictable moments. Employees may need
time off for weddings, moving, medical
appointments, illnesses or family emergencies.

These events can quickly burn through available PTO, 
especially if multiple occur within a short timeframe. 
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• Summer vacations—Summer is a peak time for 
travel, family gatherings and personal activities. 
Employees often take extended vacations 
between June and August, which can 
significantly reduce their PTO balance. 
Additionally, some may use PTO for long 
weekends or to bridge gaps around public 
holidays, further accelerating usage. 

• Limited accrual—Some companies have strict 
policies around PTO accrual, caps and 
carryover. If employees are unable to roll 
unused days into the next year, they may feel 
pressured to use their time off before it 
expires. This can result in a rush of PTO usage 
in the first half of the year, leaving little room 
for flexibility in the final months. 

• Company culture—In organizations that 
actively promote taking time off, employees 
may feel empowered to use their PTO 
regularly. While this is generally a positive sign 
of a healthy culture, it can lead to early 
depletion if not balanced with strategic 
planning. On the flip side, in organizations 
where taking time off is discouraged or 
frowned upon, employees may hoard PTO and 
risk burnout. 

Helping Employees Use PTO More Efficiently 
To help employees manage their PTO wisely and 
maintain productivity throughout the year, 
organizations can take proactive steps to encourage 
thoughtful planning and provide support. Consider the 
following strategies: 

• Encourage strategic planning. One of the most 
effective ways to prevent early depletion is to 
encourage employees to plan their PTO use 
throughout the year. Managers or supervisors 
can initiate conversations during performance 
reviews or quarterly check-ins to help 
employees map out their time off. This ensures 
that employees reserve days for key periods, 
such as holidays or personal events. 

• Provide PTO tracking tools. Visibility is key. 
Offering employees access to user-friendly, 
intuitive PTO-tracking tools can help them 
monitor their usage and remaining balance in 
real time. When employees are aware of how 
much time they’ve used up and what’s left, 
they’re more likely to make informed decisions 
and avoid surprises toward the end of the year. 

• Offer flexibility. Flexible work arrangements 
can help reduce the need for full PTO days. 
Options like remote work, flexible hours or 
“Summer Fridays” may allow employees to 
recharge without tapping into their PTO bank. 
These alternatives can also be especially helpful 
for managing stress and maintaining work-life 
balance throughout the year. 

• Educate about policy details. As with any 
employee benefit, clear communication about 
PTO policies is essential. Employees should 
understand how PTO accrues, what happens to 
unused days and any restrictions or blackout 
periods. Providing this information upfront 
during onboarding can empower employees to 
use their time off more effectively. 

• Consider other opportunities to rest or reset. 
Allowing employees to take short, intentional 
breaks throughout the year can help prevent 
burnout and reduce the need for long stretches 
of time off later. Companywide wellness 
initiatives—such as separate sick leave, 
volunteer days and recharge days—are ways to 
support employee well-being without 
exhausting PTO balances. 

Conclusion 
Running out of PTO before year-end is a common 
challenge for employees, but it can be addressed with 
thoughtful planning and supportive workplace practices. 
By understanding the reasons behind early PTO 
depletion and implementing strategies to help 
employees manage their time off more effectively, 
organizations can foster a culture of well-being and 
sustained productivity. 



 

Ultimately, PTO is more than just an employee benefit; 
it’s a valuable tool for maintaining a healthy, engaged 
workforce. When used wisely, it benefits both 
employees and the organization. 

Contact us today for additional HR resources. 
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