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Absenteeism & Coverage Management
Relief Crews, Root Causes & Structural Solutions

Expert guidance from consultants who have worked with hundreds of 24/7
operations.

WHO WE ARE

Shiftwork Solutions LLC is a leading U.S.-based management consulting firm specializing in shift schedule design, workforce
engagement, and operational optimization for 24/7 industrial operations. For over 30 years we have helped hundreds of
manufacturing plants, distribution centers, mines, utilities, and processing facilities across more than 16 industries build better
schedules, reduce costs, and create workforces that stay.

OUR PROCESS

1
Assess
We start by understanding your
operation, schedule, costs, and
workforce composition.

2
Design
Schedule options built for
operations AND people — with full
cost and coverage clarity.

3
Deliver
Rollout support, employee
education, policy development,
and ongoing guidance.

4
Sustain
Post-implementation survey,
results review, and adjustments to
ensure it holds.

OUR EXPERIENCE

30+
Years of dedicated
shiftwork consulting

Hundreds
Operations helped
across North America

16+
Industries served
in every engagement

Fixed
Fee model — no hourly
billing surprises

Ready to discuss your operation?  The conversation is free.

(415) 265-1621   Contact@shift-work.com   shift-work.com/contact
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INTRODUCTION

Why Coverage Problems Are Structural, Not Behavioral
Every shift manager knows the scenario. An employee calls in at 5:45 AM. Now there is an hour to find a

replacement, and the options are all bad: pull someone over from another position, run short-handed, or call someone

in on overtime who was just told they would have the day off. None of these solutions are satisfying, and they repeat

week after week.

Most absenteeism management programs treat attendance as a behavioral problem. Employees who call in are

disciplined. These programs rarely solve the underlying problem because absenteeism in shift operations is rarely

primarily behavioral. It is structural.

The schedule itself drives much of the absence. Excessive mandatory overtime burns people out. Rotating shifts

disrupt sleep and health. Night work creates chronic fatigue that accumulates over weeks and months. The cycle

feeds itself: absenteeism causes overtime, overtime causes burnout, burnout causes more absenteeism.

COVERAGE APPROACH COST COMPARISON

Dedicated relief crew Moderate upfront

Cross-trained float pool Lower ongoing cost

Mandatory overtime High + retention risk

Temporary / agency labor Highest per-unit cost

Relative total cost including quality impact, productivity loss, and retention effects. Relief crews and cross-training are the lowest
long-term cost options despite higher upfront investment. Source: Shiftwork Solutions analysis across multiple industries.

UNDERSTANDING ROOT CAUSES

Why Workers Call In
The first step in addressing absenteeism is understanding why it occurs in your specific operation. Absence patterns

provide evidence. Random absenteeism distributed evenly across the workforce suggests different causes than

absenteeism concentrated on Monday mornings, Friday afternoons, specific shifts, or departments with specific

supervisors.

Common structural causes include excessive mandatory overtime that leaves workers chronically exhausted, night

shift schedules that create cumulative sleep deprivation, rotating schedules that prevent workers from establishing

stable sleep patterns, and poor supervision that creates environments workers prefer to avoid. All of these respond to

structural interventions rather than disciplinary ones.
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Incentive programs reward attendance but do not address underlying problems. An employee who is chronically

fatigued from working nights and mandatory overtime will not change their behavior because they might win a gift

card. They need a schedule that allows them to recover, supervision that makes them want to come to work, and a

workload that does not systematically exhaust them.

RELIEF CREW DESIGN

Building Coverage Capacity into the Schedule
The most effective solution to chronic coverage problems is building the solution into the schedule itself. A relief crew

is a dedicated group of workers whose primary assignment is covering absent employees. They are not an

afterthought or a pool of people with extra assignments — they are a structural element of the staffing plan.

Sizing the relief crew depends on your actual absence rate. If your operation requires 100 workers per shift and your

absence rate is 10%, you need 10 relief workers available on any given day. The specific configuration depends on

whether absences are predictable or random, how your schedule is structured, and whether you want relief workers

to rotate through positions or specialize.

Relief workers typically work the same schedule as the crews they cover. They develop relationships with multiple

crews, become known quantities who require less orientation when they fill in, and develop comprehensive

operational knowledge that makes them valuable candidates for permanent assignment when openings arise.

10%
Plan for absence

If your absence rate is 10%, you need 10

relief workers per 100 positions. Sizing

relief capacity to actual absence patterns

eliminates chronic scrambling.

75%+
Prefer day shift

When workers know they can progress to

days through seniority, night shift becomes

a stepping stone rather than a permanent

assignment.

10%+
Productivity gain

Break-through productivity: keeping

positions continuously covered during

breaks eliminates the 10%+ productivity

loss from traditional break stoppages.

“
When you use mandatory overtime to cover absence, you are often using tired people — the

ones who did not call in — to cover for tired people who did. You are solving a fatigue

problem by making the fatigued people work longer.

— Jim Dillingham, Shiftwork Solutions

OVERTIME AND COVERAGE

When Overtime Helps — and When It Hurts
Overtime is frequently used as the first-line coverage response because it is fast and avoids the fixed cost of

additional headcount. This logic works when overtime is occasional and voluntary. When overtime becomes chronic

and mandatory, it stops being a solution and becomes part of the problem.
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Mandatory overtime creates a self-reinforcing cycle. Workers who are forced to stay beyond their shift become

fatigued. Fatigue drives more absence. Absence requires more overtime. The cycle continues until either the

schedule is redesigned, the workforce collapses, or turnover creates staffing levels that make the cycle

unsustainable.

The real question is whether your overtime usage represents temporary accommodation or structural dependency. If

you regularly require overtime to maintain staffing levels, you have a staffing problem that overtime is masking rather

than solving. The appropriate intervention is adding headcount, redesigning the schedule, or both.

NIGHT SHIFT RETENTION

Making Nights Tolerable Through Transparency
More than 75% of shift workers prefer day shift. This preference creates inherent pressure on night shift coverage.

Operations requiring continuous 24/7 coverage cannot accommodate universal day shift preference, but they can

address the underlying concerns that make nights difficult to staff.

The most effective night shift retention tool is a transparent seniority-based progression system. When workers know

with certainty that accumulating seniority leads to eventual day shift assignment, they accept night shift as a

temporary condition rather than a permanent sentence. A clear seniority list, visible to all employees, showing exactly

where each person stands in the queue for day shift bidding eliminates rumors and anxieties that drive night shift

turnover.

BREAK COVERAGE

Break-Through Productivity: Built-In Relief
Most operations treat breaks as complete work stoppages. A position stops when its occupant takes a break, then

resumes when they return. This approach creates productivity interruptions that are often larger than managers

recognize.

Break-through productivity refers to the productivity gains achieved when breaks are built into the rotation rather than

treated as separate stoppages. Instead of stopping a position for a break, a relief worker rotates in, maintaining

continuous coverage. The position keeps running. The worker takes their break. The productivity gain from this

approach commonly runs 10% or higher, because key production positions stay continuously staffed throughout the

shift.

CONCLUSION

From Scrambling to Stable
The difference between operations that scramble for coverage every day and those that maintain stable staffing lies

primarily in structural design choices. Relief crew sizing, cross-training depth, overtime policy, night shift progression

systems, and break coverage design all interact to determine how resilient operations are when the inevitable

absences occur.
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Treating absenteeism as a behavioral problem to be solved through discipline addresses symptoms while ignoring

causes. Treating it as a structural problem to be managed through schedule design, relief planning, and supervision

quality gets at the root. The latter approach is more complex but substantially more effective.

Ready to solve your coverage challenges?

Call (415) 265-1621 | Contact@shift-work.com | Book a free consultation: shift-work.com/contact


