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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 Schedule Design Is the Foundation
Your shift schedule isn't just a staffing tool — it's the foundation of your entire operation. Get it right, and you create a

platform for productivity, cost control, and employee satisfaction. Get it wrong, and every other aspect of your

business suffers, regardless of how well you execute elsewhere.

Most manufacturing leaders understand that schedule design matters. What they often underestimate is how

profoundly it shapes operational outcomes. The schedule determines who shows up when, how much overtime you'll

need, and whether you can attract quality workers. It ultimately determines whether your workforce stays or leaves. It

touches virtually every dimension of business performance — and unlike most business decisions, it also reaches

directly into the personal lives of every employee.

10×
Overstaffing cost penalty

The adverse cost of overstaffing — paying

full wages for labor with no operational

value — typically runs ten times higher

than the cost of understaffing.

20/60/20
Overtime preference split

Roughly 20% of any workforce wants

maximum overtime, 60% will work a fair

share, and 20% want none at all. Identical

policies treat these groups very differently.

80%+
Fixed shift preference

More than 80% of shift workers prefer fixed

assignments. Many operations rotate by

default without asking whether fixed shifts

would serve them equally well.

THE COMPLEXITY

Why Schedule Design Is More Complex Than It Appears
On the surface, schedule design seems straightforward: determine your coverage needs, divide available hours

among crews, and publish the result. In practice, effective schedule design requires balancing competing priorities

that often conflict.

You're simultaneously optimizing for operational coverage, labor costs, employee preferences, safety considerations,

quality requirements, and regulatory compliance. Change one variable, and the entire system responds. Shift the

start time by 30 minutes to align with customer demand? You've potentially disrupted childcare arrangements for

dozens of families. Move from 8-hour to 12-hour shifts to reduce overtime? You've triggered cascading changes to

vacation policies, break schedules, holiday pay calculations, and potentially union contracts.

Then layer in the human dimension. More than 80% of shift workers prefer fixed shifts over rotating schedules, yet

many operations default to rotation without questioning whether it serves their actual needs. Approximately 20% of

any workforce actively seeks maximum overtime while a different 20% wants none — meaning identical overtime

policies affect different employees in dramatically opposite ways.

CORE FRAMEWORK
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The Five Pillars of Effective Schedule Design
Successful schedule design rests on five fundamental pillars. Each requires careful attention, and weakness in any

single area undermines the entire structure.

1. Coverage Requirements and Operational Rhythm

Your schedule must deliver the coverage your operation requires when it requires it. Customer orders create

revenue. Running equipment when demand doesn't exist creates only costs. If customers need your product

Tuesday through Saturday but production runs Monday through Friday out of habit, your operation is

fundamentally misaligned with market reality.

Coverage requirements extend beyond simple hours. Different positions require different staffing depths. Critical

bottleneck operations may need redundancy that supporting processes don't require. Skill distribution across

crews matters as much as total headcount. The real challenge isn't just covering hours — it's ensuring the right

capabilities are available at the right times.

2. Cost Structure and Economic Optimization

Every schedule carries a specific cost structure. When you account for fully loaded labor costs — including

benefits, paid time off, training, and administrative overhead — straight time and overtime are typically within

5-10% of each other in total cost, not the 50% premium the 'time-and-a-half' phrase suggests.

Running slightly understaffed with controlled overtime often costs less than maintaining excess headcount,

because the adverse cost of overstaffing can be ten times higher than the adverse cost of understaffing.

Compensation structure also matters: shift differentials must be substantial enough (10-15%) to attract voluntary

workers to non-day shifts.

3. Employee Preferences and Work-Life Integration

Shift workers build their entire lives around their work schedules — childcare, transportation, medical

appointments, family commitments. A 15-minute change in start time can completely derail carefully constructed

arrangements. What managers perceive as a small operational tweak, employees experience as management

reaching into their private lives.

The distribution of overtime preferences within any workforce follows predictable patterns. Roughly 20% will work

all available overtime, 20% want none, and 60% will work what they consider a fair share. This means distribution

strategy matters more than total overtime volume for overall workforce satisfaction.
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4. Safety, Fatigue, and Human Performance

Fatigue affects judgment, reaction time, error rates, and decision quality in ways that directly impact safety,

quality, and productivity. Starting shifts at 5:00 AM instead of 6:00 AM costs workers approximately 20 minutes of

sleep per night — not because they can't go to bed earlier, but because human behavior doesn't adjust bedtime

by the full hour required.

Continuous operations present particular challenges. Workers on continuous schedules need carefully designed

rotation patterns that provide adequate rest between shift changes and avoid long stretches of consecutive work

without sufficient recovery.

5. Change Management and Implementation

Adequate advance notice is essential but not sufficient. Four weeks represents the minimum acceptable notice

period for significant schedule changes; six to eight weeks is better. This allows employees time to adjust

childcare, transportation, family commitments, and personal obligations.

Communication throughout the change process matters more than most leaders realize. If you're implementing a

change that should be received positively, but employees don't perceive it that way, you've under-communicated.

There is no such thing as over-communicating when it comes to workplace changes that affect personal lives.

“
If you're implementing a change that should be received positively, but employees don't

perceive it that way, you've under-communicated. There is no such thing as

over-communicating when it comes to workplace changes that affect personal lives.

— Jim Dillingham, Shiftwork Solutions

AVOID THESE MISTAKES

Common Schedule Design Pitfalls
Even experienced operations leaders make predictable mistakes in schedule design. Recognizing these patterns

helps avoid costly errors.

1 Assuming Identical Patterns for All Shifts

Day and night shifts can operate on completely different patterns without adversely affecting staffing,

supervision, or communication when designed properly.
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2 Underestimating Implementation Complexity

What appears to be a simple schedule adjustment touches virtually every aspect of operations — maintenance,

warehouse, quality assurance. Ripple effects extend throughout the organization.

3 Dismissing Small Changes as Insignificant

Never characterize a 15-minute schedule change as 'no big deal.' For employees who have constructed

intricate life arrangements, that quarter-hour might represent the difference between manageable logistics and

impossible situations.

4 Ignoring Weekend Premium Consequences

Once you establish weekend premiums, you cannot eliminate them without major workforce disruption. This

decision is essentially permanent — choose your compensation structure carefully from the beginning.

5 Failing to Match Supervisor Schedules to Crews

When supervisors rotate through different crews, accountability becomes murky and genuine supervisory

relationships never develop. Supervisors should work the same schedule as their specific crew.

6 Defaulting to Rotation Without Question

More than 80% of shift workers prefer fixed shifts. If you want to attract and retain quality workers, consider

whether rotation serves genuine operational needs or simply reflects tradition.

Design Principle: Build your schedule for the workforce you want, not the workforce you have. Survey

carefully, educate thoroughly, and give employees real information before assuming their current preference

reflects their optimal choice.

BEST PRACTICE

The Schedule Selection Process
The single most important principle in schedule implementation: whenever operationally feasible, let employees

choose their schedule from management-approved options. The schedule workers select — even if it's not

management's first preference — will always perform better than a superior schedule imposed without input.

This doesn't mean giving workers unconstrained authority to design impossible schedules. It means developing

multiple options that all meet coverage requirements and business needs, then empowering the workforce to select

their preference. When employees choose from viable alternatives, they own the outcome. Complaints diminish

dramatically because workers recognize they made the selection.
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“
The schedule workers select — even if it's not management's first preference — will always

perform better than a superior schedule imposed without input. Ownership and buy-in

translate directly into compliance, morale, and retention.

— Jim Dillingham, Shiftwork Solutions

THE PATH FORWARD

Building Your Optimal Schedule
Effective schedule design represents one of the highest-return investments in operational excellence. The schedule

affects productivity, costs, quality, safety, retention, and recruitment — virtually every dimension of business

performance — while simultaneously shaping quality of life for everyone in your operation.

The businesses that achieve sustained schedule excellence approach change systematically, involve their workforce

meaningfully in decisions that affect personal lives, base choices on comprehensive analysis rather than

assumptions, and recognize when challenges exceed their internal experience base.

Ready to design a better shift schedule?

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


