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Volatile Workplace Scheduling and its Impact on  

Low-Wage Workers: A Review of the Research 
 

Low-wage hourly workers face a number of obstacles in trying to establish economically 

stable lives. At least two of these obstacles – the low wages themselves and the lack of 

paid leave – are receiving some attention from policymakers and advocacy groups. 

Nevertheless, another challenge may undermine efforts to address these barriers: 

volatile scheduling.  Many employers establish work schedules based primarily on their 

own concerns, such as fluctuating customer traffic, without adequately taking into 

account the impact that these shifting schedules can have on their workers. Using these 

just-in-time workforce management practices, employers have effectively shifted the 

costs of inconsistent customer demand to their low-wage hourly workers, who are not in 

a position to absorb this risk.1  

 

It has been estimated that the risk is falling to over 13 million men and women in low-

wage jobs who work schedules outside of the standard Monday to Friday 9:00 a.m. – 

5:00 p.m. workweek.2 Researchers who focus on retail and hospitality industries point 

out that the data sets that produce these numbers are designed to generate averages 

across the low-wage workforce. The averages greatly underestimate the scale of the 

volatile scheduling problem in sectors like retail and hospitality where the 

overwhelming majority of employees work non-standard hours.3 

 

A. How Volatile Scheduling Practices Can Hurt Low-Wage Workers 
 

In 2006, an estimated 33 percent of all U.S. workers held low-wage jobs.4 While a 

majority of these low-wage workers during this period held full-time positions, 31 

percent were working only part-time.5 The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics has confirmed 

that in May 2010, 8.8 million workers held involuntary part-time positions.6   

 

Studies that have focused on the impact that volatile scheduling practices can have on 

low-wage workers identified the following issues: 
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Unpredictability  

Many low-wage hourly jobs have fluctuating work schedules where “both the number 

and timing of hours can change day-to-day, week-to-week and season-to-season, at the 

discretion of management.”7  A worker with a volatile work schedule might work from 8 

a.m. to 1 p.m. on Monday; noon to 7 p.m. on Tuesday; 6 p.m. to 8 p.m. on Wednesday; 

and not work again until Saturday morning. She might work different hours and have 

different days off in each of the remaining weeks in the month. Unpredictable schedules 

make it difficult for workers to effectively structure their personal lives, interfering with 

their abilities to arrange for consistent child or elder care, provide consistent family 

schedules for meals and homework, participate in children’s school activities, or attend 

school or training. 

 

No guarantee of hours or steady income 

Few employers guarantee part-time hourly workers a minimum number of hours for 

which the workers will be paid on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis.8  Some on-call 

workers (employees who work only as needed) may have no income at all during some 

weeks. Workers with these wildly fluctuating schedules thus cannot plan on having a 

specific and consistent income each week or each month, making it impossible to know 

whether there will be enough money to pay essential bills.9  

 

Last-minute scheduling and changes to work schedules 

Work schedules for low-wage hourly workers may be posted with little or no advance 

notice.  In one study, work schedules were most often posted on the Wednesday or 

Thursday before the work week that began the following Sunday.10 In another study, 50 

percent of participants reported that their schedules were posted with one week’s 

advance notice or less.11 Moreover, managers make last-minute changes to schedules 

once they are posted or make real-time changes to work hours by sending workers home 

when customer traffic is low, or conversely, calling workers in when demand is high.12 

These last-minute changes compound the work-life problems associated with already 

unpredictable schedules and can have a particularly negative impact on low-wage 

workers as compared to higher-paid workers.13 

 

Little or no flexibility in taking unscheduled time off 

Low-wage hourly workers often have little or no flexibility in taking unscheduled time 

off from work.14 Formal workplace flexibility programs such as paid leave and flex-time 

may be available to higher-paid and professional workers, but low-wage or part-time 

workers are less often eligible for these types of benefits.15  In one review of data, fewer 

than 10 percent of low-wage hourly workers had used a flex-time schedule compared to 

40 percent of workers making more than $100,000 per year.16 Because of management 

attitudes, production and coverage issues, and other employer-specific policies, low-

wage workers often do not have access to occasional as-needed flexibility to handle 

family illnesses, changes in school schedules, or other unanticipated events.17 These 

workers may face disciplinary action or be fired for absences that would be considered 
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acceptable for employees at higher salary levels; not surprisingly, repeated job changes 

and disciplinary actions can negatively affect a worker’s lifetime wages and career 

advancement.18 

 

Requirements to work non-standard hours 

One study has estimated that 40 percent of all employees work mostly non-standard 

hours. Many work in the evening, at night, on rotating shifts, or during the weekend at 

least half of the time.19 These jobs are often concentrated among lower-wage workers.20  

Others have noted that conventional research may underestimate the number of families 

that struggle to cope with the challenges of working at least some non-standard hours 

each week.21  

 

Few protections under various local, state, and federal employment laws 

Part-time and low-wage hourly workers may not be eligible for unemployment 

compensation, the requirements for which vary by state.22 Although the Unemployment 

Insurance Modernization Act (UIMA) provided strong incentives for states to establish 

and expand benefits for part-time workers, only 28 states currently offer these benefits.23  

Furthermore, part-time hourly workers are often not covered by laws that provide 

important job protections to full-time workers – such as the Family and Medical Leave 

Act (FMLA) – and also may not be able to satisfy waiting periods for employer-provided 

benefits.24  

 

B.  Why Employers Might Want Substantial Control over the Scheduling 

Process 

 

Control labor costs and meeting demands of customer traffic 

Employers want to keep a tight link between labor costs and customer demand. 

Employing hourly and part-time workers who can be scheduled to work only when 

needed (or sent home when not needed) helps maintain that tight link.25 For example, 

front-line managers in retail settings often are held accountable for ensuring that staff 

hours are appropriate, based on ongoing and projected sales or customer traffic.26  

Managers may reduce the number of full-time staff members and increase the number of 

part-time or on-call employees in response to competitive pressures to lower labor 

costs.27 

 

Control cost of employee benefits  

Many employers are required to provide health care and other benefits only to 

employees who work more than a minimum number of hours each week. Part-time 

workers often are not eligible for these benefits or for other programs, such as those 

involving paid or even unpaid leave.28  
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Control separation costs 

By using on-call hourly workers, an employer may control or avoid altogether the costs 

of firing staff during an economic downturn.29  These costs might include severance 

payments, the risk of litigation, the financing of unemployment compensation, the 

requirement to provide advance notice of a layoff, and other adjustments costs. As a 

result, some employers might not engage in formal layoffs, instead opting to use a 

variety of scheduling practices that keep workers on the payroll but provide them with 

few to no hours of work.30   

 

Provide a cushion against absenteeism and turnover 

Employers may keep a large number of part-time hourly workers on their payrolls to 

allow for absenteeism and turnover.31   

 

Lack of trust in low-wage workers 

One paper has noted that “a historic lack of trust in the discretion and judgment” of low-

wage workers has led to the attitude that management needs more control over work 

processes and schedules for low-wage hourly workers.32  As a result, managers may be 

less likely to provide workers with schedule-related flexibility, fearing that it might be 

abused. 

 

Need to ensure continuous coverage 

In certain industries, it may be common for employers to have coverage around the 

clock (for example, in production and customer service environments) or in the evenings 

and on weekends (for example, in retail environments).33 An employer may find it 

challenging to provide firm schedules or options for working standard schedules when 

coverage is needed continuously. Furthermore, some firms have security rules that 

demand a certain number of employees be on the sales floor at all times and security 

policies that specify the type of employee that must be available to open or close.  

 

Lack of tools that allow workers to participate in the scheduling process 

Some employers lack systems that would allow managers to schedule workers for 

preferred shifts effectively or to trade shifts when needed to accommodate last-minute 

issues.34  Without these tools, employers may be reluctant to negotiate individual 

accommodations with low-wage hourly workers. 

 

Management challenges 

Implementing flexible scheduling policies and practices for low-wage workers can be a 

challenge.35 These challenges are exacerbated in smaller companies, which often operate 

without full-time human resources (HR) professionals or in branches and locations 

where the general/store manager must also fulfill onsite HR responsibilities. These 

managers may not have the type of training that enables them to administer schedules 

that benefit both the company and the employees. Small companies are more likely than 

larger companies to lack adequate budgets for HR training.  
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C.  Making the Business Case for More Predictable and Flexible Scheduling 

Practices 
 

Most work-life studies focus on the benefits that employers can secure by implementing 

policies and practices that enable flexible scheduling. Workers with volatile schedules 

instead need stable, predictable scheduling. Few studies have looked specifically at the 

benefits available to employers who change their just-in-time scheduling practices to 

provide stability for their workers. Nevertheless, the outline of a business case can be 

found, and it ultimately may show that employers can reap rewards by providing 

scheduling stability to their low-wage hourly workers just as they have by providing 

work-life flexibility to higher-paid workers. 

 

Schedule flexibility increases employee engagement and reduces turnover 

A recent summary of more than 500 items of research has found that flexible work 

practices reduce turnover; employee stress and burnout; and increase employee 

satisfaction, commitment, and productivity.36  Supportive work-life practices have 

positive benefits for both employees and employers, both in terms of employee 

engagement and employee retention.37 

  

Giving low-wage workers more control over their schedules may have a greater and 

more positive impact on engagement and burnout than providing flexibility for exempt 

workers 

Giving low-wage hourly workers access to effective flexibility programs increases 

commitment and retention.38  The positive effects of these programs on job satisfaction, 

work-life balance, and mental health are greater for low-wage/income employees than 

for employees with higher wages/income.39  In one review of data, low-income workers 

who had access to flexibility in scheduling showed 50 percent higher levels of 

commitment and engagement than workers who did not have such flexibility, and 

intention to leave the company within two years was 30 percent lower.40 When 

workplace flexibility is available to low-wage hourly workers, it “can have equal or even 

more powerful outcomes” than for professional or management workers.41 

 

Implementation of flexible job scheduling practices reduces turnover and potentially, 

costs42   

Some studies have suggested that the cost of hiring and firing a worker could be as 

much as one year of payroll costs for an average worker of a firm.43 

 

D.  Potential Solutions 

 

Several studies have begun to identify potential solutions to bridge the gap between 

employer-driven scheduling and employee needs and desires. There are, however, a few 

basic thoughts to consider before reviewing these options. One author reminds us that 
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for workplace interventions to be effective, they must take into account the practices 

actually found on the front lines of today’s firms.44 Because the impact of volatile 

scheduling often falls most harshly on workers with lower job status and less seniority, 

it is important to craft solutions that address the problems of these workers as well, 

rather than merely focusing on the problems of those who already have relatively stable 

schedules.45 A myriad of potential solutions have been tried or proposed and are briefly 

described below. 

 

Expand unemployment benefits and other basic job protections to part-time hourly 

workers46   

As noted by the U.S. Government Accountability Office in a 2007 study, low-wage 

workers are almost 2.5 times more likely to be unemployed than their higher-paid 

counterparts, but are about half as likely to receive unemployment benefits.47 

Unfortunately, the economic downturn has dissuaded some states from extending 

eligibility to part-time workers. The Obama administration should consider providing 

more incentives to stimulate state action. Expanding the coverage of key federal 

mandates such as FMLA could also provide part-time workers with valuable 

protections.  

 

Work with local, state, and federal legislatures to set minimum standards for job 

quality and remedies to volatile scheduling issues 

Minimum standards could find root in modest changes to existing law or in completely 

new requirements.48 They could include minimum daily wage requirements, minimum-

hours guarantees, and reporting-time pay provisions that would require employers to 

compensate workers when they are sent home in the middle of scheduled work shifts 

because of slow business.  

 

Draft and pursue legislative and administrative provisions favoring businesses that 

provide a certain level of job quality49   

The federal High Road Procurement Plan constitutes a first step in this direction. Under 

this plan, the federal government would award its $500 billion in contracts to companies 

with favorable job qualities and policies.50 Job quality measurements should include 

specific requirements for fairer scheduling. 

 

Establishing and enforcing strong clawback provisions in local, state, and federal 

contracts51  

The State of Illinois has developed a Corporate Accountability Progress Report tool that 

tracks the number of jobs created in companies receiving public subsidies and tax 

breaks. This type of tool could be expanded to include information on the type and 

quality of jobs, including for example, total hours of work generated by broad 

occupational categories, rates of pay, benefits provided, scheduling practices, and other 

metrics. These data could then be tied to clawback provisions if employers do not meet 

agreed-upon job quality criteria.  

http://www.corpacctportal.illinois.gov/ProgressReport.aspx
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Elevate public awareness of the need for predictable, stable scheduling for low-wage 

workers 

At the White House March 2010 Workplace Flexibility Forum, the need for not only 

flexible but also predictable schedules for workers in low-wage jobs was discussed. To 

further explore this need, the regional follow-up discussions should emphasize the need 

for scheduling stability and predictability. The Task Force on Middle Class Working 

Families could provide an avenue to push for federal recognition of low-wage and/or 

part-time scheduling issues. The Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) has called on 

the Obama administration to establish a presidential commission focused on improving 

job quality for part-time workers.52  

 

Using collective bargaining agreement provisions as models for legislative and 

administrative action  

The important role that unions have played in improving job quality has been well 

documented.  In recent years, unions have focused more resources on the service sector, 

where many low-wage jobs are concentrated. Women Employed’s own research into 

collective bargaining agreements found multiple examples of contract provisions that 

could provide a job quality baseline in local, state, and federal statutes or regulations.53 

 

Work with employers to establish formal or informal approaches that bridge the gap 

between employer practices and the needs of low-wage hourly workers 

These approaches include: advance posting of schedules, enhanced communication 

between managers and workers, and the development and implementation of easy-to-

use technology.  

 

Some of these practices have been implemented or attempted. In one study, store 

managers were able to post schedules up to a month at a time because their corporate 

practices allowed them to do so. 54 Other employers have implemented compressed 

work week or flexible start and end times for low-wage hourly workers. Furthermore, 

one study encouraged an employer to implement a system of written forms to improve 

manager-staff communication about preferred working times and additional availability 

for work.55 Yet other employers have developed technology to enhance this 

communication.56 At least one retail chain encourages store managers to implement 

flexible programs that are geared toward each store’s specific workforce and allow 

workers to request regular schedules.57 Moreover, as more companies adopt new 

technology-based scheduling systems, companies could be encouraged to develop web-

based programs to help employers effectively blend business needs with employee 

desires.58 
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Work with local, state, and federal entities to provide support to employers on job 

quality improvement 

CLASP has advocated for an active government role in helping employers by providing 

information-sharing, training, and technical support for employers.59   
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