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An employer complied with the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) by granting an employee his full 12-

week FMLA leave and reinstating him after his leave ended, despite the employee’s unique claim that the 

employer violated the law when it failed to return him to work earlier, the 7th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals 

held.

Since 1985, Hyatt Regency Chicago employed Carris James as a banquet steward. James had a vision 

problem, which Hyatt accommodated by increasing the print size of his work assignments and schedules. 

The banquet steward position required James to lift pots and pans and transport food items, equipment and 

garbage around Hyatt’s banquet and food-services area.

In March 2007, James injured his eye outside of work. On April 24, 2007, James submitted a doctor’s note 

stating that he could return to “light duty” on May 10, 2007. The next day, James requested FMLA leave, 

which Hyatt granted.

James’ 12-week FMLA leave ended on July 13, 2007, but his union’s collective bargaining agreement 

allowed James to remain on job-protected leave for an additional year from his original absence. From May 

2007 to January 2008, James submitted conflicting notes from his doctors, one that indicated he was 

incapable of working in any capacity (thereby causing Hyatt to fill out necessary disability paperwork) and 

another that indicated that James could return to work with some restrictions. On Feb. 17, 2008, James 

returned to work in the same position, shift, and seniority level as before his leave of absence. 

In 2009, James sued Hyatt for violations under the FMLA and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). The 

district court granted Hyatt’s summary judgment motion on all claims, and James appealed.

On appeal, James alleged that Hyatt interfered with his FMLA rights by prohibiting him from returning to work 

before the expiration of his FMLA leave on July 13, 2007. Specifically, James argued that Hyatt violated the 

FMLA on April 24, 2007 when it did not promptly reinstate him to his position after he submitted a doctor’s 

note releasing him to “light duty” beginning on May 10, 2007.

The 7th Circuit disagreed for three reasons. One, James’s April 24 note did not require Hyatt to reinstate him 

until May 10. However, on April 25, he submitted a note requesting FMLA leave. Two, employers have no 

obligation under the FMLA to restore employees to their position if the employees are unable to perform the 

essential functions of the job and noting that “[t]here is no such thing as ‘FMLA light duty.’ ” Three, James 

represented after he submitted the April 24 note that he was completely unable to work in any capacity and 

required disability benefits.

James also argued that the Hyatt retaliated against him for exercising his FMLA rights. The 7th Circuit stated 

that the record actually indicated that Hyatt attempted on multiple occasions to return James to work by 

reaching out to James and his doctors to request clarification.

Finally, James claimed that Hyatt failed to accommodate his vision problems with the same accommodations 

it provided him for the past 20 years by rejecting his requests to return to work. The 7th Circuit disagreed, 

asserting that James’ conditional releases restricted him from performing heavy lifting and bending, two 

essential functions of his position.

James v. Hyatt Regency Chicago, 7th Cir., No. 12-1511 (Feb. 13, 2013).

Professional Pointer: James shows that employers could still face FMLA and ADA claims even when they 

properly provide an accommodation, grant leave, and reinstate the employee. To successfully defend against 

such claims, employers should make sure to document their efforts to communicate with employees about 

their ability to return to work, including discussions about the employees’ medical restrictions, the essential 

functions of their position and possible reasonable accommodations.

Erin Y. Hisano is an associate with Marr Jones & Wang LLLP, the Worklaw® member firm in Honolulu, HI.
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