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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.
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INTRODUCTION

Why Pattern Selection Matters

Choosing a shift schedule pattern is one of the most consequential operational decisions you'll make. The pattern you
select shapes labor costs, overtime levels, recruitment success, retention rates, and employee satisfaction.

Most organizations approach pattern selection as if they're choosing from a menu of ready-made solutions — copying
competitors, defaulting to software templates, or using patterns inherited from previous management. This approach
rarely delivers optimal results because it ignores a fundamental truth: there is no universally best pattern. There are
only patterns that fit specific operational circumstances, workforce preferences, and business objectives better than
alternatives.

Pattern selection requires understanding how different approaches balance competing priorities. A pattern that works
brilliantly for continuous chemical processing may fail in batch food manufacturing. A schedule that employees love at
one facility may trigger rebellion at another with slightly different demographics or labor market conditions.

FUNDAMENTAL DECISIONS

The Two Foundational Choices

Every shift schedule design begins with two foundational choices that shape everything else: whether shifts will be
fixed or rotating, and whether shifts will run 8 hours or 12 hours. These decisions carry profound implications for
recruitment, retention, cost, and operational flexibility.

Fixed vs. Rotating Shifts

More than 80% of shift workers prefer fixed shifts over rotating schedules. This statistic alone should influence
your thinking, particularly in tight labor markets. When you mention rotating shifts during recruitment, you
immediately reduce your candidate pool and potentially lose talented workers to competitors offering more stable
schedules.

Workers will accept a less-preferred fixed shift — even permanent nights — rather than rotate indefinitely. Why?
Because fixed shifts offer progression. Starting on night shift is tolerable when you know seniority eventually
brings better assignments. Rotation offers no such path forward.

Yet rotation serves genuine operational needs in some circumstances: when no one wants permanent night shift
despite adequate differentials, when continuous process operations require workers to understand all shifts, or
when union contracts mandate rotation to ensure fair distribution of less desirable hours.
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Shift Length: 8-Hour vs. 12-Hour

Twelve-hour shifts appeal to many workers because they provide more days off — a typical 12-hour continuous
schedule might provide 182 days off annually compared to 104 days off for an 8-hour five-day schedule. Workers
also spend fewer days commuting, reducing transportation time and costs.

However, 12-hour shifts introduce complexity beyond fatigue. Vacation policies designed for 8-hour days don't
translate directly. Holiday pay calculations become more complex. Break and meal period policies require
adjustment. The schedule change triggers cascading policy adjustments throughout the organization.

Eight-hour patterns avoid these complications while providing more frequent shift changes that can improve
coverage flexibility. The choice interacts with virtually every other schedule decision — how many crews you
need, weekend distribution, vacation coverage, and whether certain coverage patterns are mathematically
possible.

COVERAGE STRATEGY

Coverage Strategy Patterns

Your operational coverage requirements drive which pattern categories are even feasible. A facility needing true 24/7
coverage faces fundamentally different mathematics than one operating 5 or 6 days weekly.

Continuous Operations (24/7)

True continuous operations require at least four crews to cover three shifts around the clock while providing time
off. This '4 crews cover 3 shifts' formula appears deceptively straightforward until you examine the detalils:
weekend distribution, vacation coverage, and shift change timing.

Many organizations facing weekend coverage challenges consider dedicated weekend crews — an approach
that inevitably fails through unsustainable economics. Either you pay weekend workers proportionally (creating
high turnover) or you pay full wages for partial weekly hours, increasing labor costs by approximately 25%.

Successful continuous patterns integrate weekend coverage into regular schedules. Some use slow-rotating
patterns with extended breaks — workers complete a longer stretch of shifts followed by an extended time off
period of a week or more, particularly appealing for night shift workers who value the reset opportunity.
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Semi-Continuous Operations (5-6 Days)

Six-day operations face the Saturday question: regular workday or premium day? If Saturday is a regular
workday, you need five crews to cover six days while providing one day off weekly. If Saturday requires premium
pay, you face economic pressures similar to the weekend crew problem.

The specific pattern depends heavily on whether Saturday is truly essential or merely desirable, whether
premium pay applies, what your labor market expects, and how seasonal your demand patterns are.

Variable Coverage Requirements

Some operations face demand that fluctuates significantly — seasonally, weekly, or even daily. Fixed patterns
designed for peak demand create expensive overstaffing during slow periods. Patterns designed for average
demand create gaps during peaks filled through overtime or temporary workers.

The key distinction is between schedules and rosters. A schedule defines when each position must be covered.
A roster defines which specific people work which shifts. Operations with variable demand often need roster
flexibility even when schedules remain relatively stable.

SPECIALIZED SCENARIOS

Specialized Pattern Scenarios

Beyond fundamental coverage patterns, several specialized scenarios require distinct approaches that don't fit
standard categories.

High-Utilization Operations

Capital-intensive facilities with expensive equipment often need maximum operating hours to justify investment.
High-utilization patterns may deliberately embed substantial overtime rather than adding headcount —
counterintuitive until you examine the full economics. Adding another crew requires capital investment in training,
provides less scheduling flexibility, and may increase total labor costs when you account for fully-loaded rates
including benefits and overhead.

The tradeoff is sustainability. High-overtime patterns work when workers want the additional income and
distribution is managed fairly. They fail when overtime becomes mandatory and excessive, driving turnover that
ultimately costs more than the headcount you avoided adding.
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Maintenance Coverage Patterns

Maintenance represents a special scheduling challenge because demand is partially predictable and partially
random. You can schedule routine preventive maintenance, but equipment failures occur without warning
regardless of your staffing schedule.

Successful maintenance coverage combines scheduled capacity for planned work with rapid-response
mechanisms for unplanned situations — on-call rotations, premium pay for call-ins, external contractor
relationships, or mutual aid agreements. Integration with production schedules adds complexity: maintenance
windows depend on when production can afford downtime.

Remote / Fly-In Fly-Out Operations

Remote operations — mining sites, offshore platforms, distant facilities — face geography as a primary
scheduling constraint. When workers must travel significant distances to reach the worksite, daily shift patterns
become impossible. Instead, these operations use extended work periods followed by extended time off.

Common patterns include two weeks on followed by two weeks off, three weeks on with three weeks off, or 28
days on and 28 days off. The cost-benefit mathematics differs fundamentally — transportation and
accommodation costs are significant, but you gain access to labor pools far beyond the local area.

SELECTION FRAMEWORK

Pattern Selection Framework

Understanding pattern categories provides the foundation, but selecting the right pattern requires systematic analysis
of multiple factors that interact in complex ways.

Key Decision Factors

Coverage requirements come first. How many hours must you cover? Is demand steady or variable? Do all
positions require identical coverage? Is weekend coverage essential or optional? The answers eliminate certain
pattern categories immediately.

Cost structure shapes which patterns are economically viable. What's your fully-loaded labor cost? How does
overtime compare to straight time when you account for everything? What shift differentials are necessary to
attract voluntary workers to non-day shifts?

Employee preferences within your specific workforce should drive decisions more than generic best practices.
Survey your workers about what they value. Don't assume you know — ask them directly. The pattern your
workforce prefers among viable options will always outperform the 'better' pattern they didn't choose.
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Common Selection Mistakes

Organizations frequently copy competitors' patterns without understanding that different circumstances make
different patterns optimal. Your competitor's choice reflects their situation, not yours.

Choosing patterns that 'look good on paper' but fail employee acceptance creates implementation disasters. A
mathematically elegant pattern that workers hate will underperform a less optimal pattern workers chose
themselves. Ignoring how patterns interact with policies creates problems discovered only after implementation.

The Reality of Pattern Selection

Multiple patterns can work for most operations. The question isn't finding 'the answer' — it's determining which
viable option best fits your specific circumstances and priorities. Pattern selection requires analyzing tradeoffs,
not solving for a single optimal solution that doesn't exist.

Employee input isn't optional — it's essential for implementation success. When workers choose their schedule
from management-approved options, they support the outcome. This dramatically reduces implementation
resistance.

There is no universally best schedule pattern. There is only the best pattern for your
operation, your workforce, and your moment in time. That requires analysis, not assumption
— and it starts with understanding what your workers actually want.

— Jim Dillingham, Shiftwork Solutions

ADVANCED APPROACH

When One Size Doesn't Fit All

Some operations benefit from offering employees a choice between two different schedule patterns rather than
imposing a single solution on a diverse workforce. This acknowledges that workers have genuinely different needs —
some want maximum time off, others want maximum income, and forcing everyone into the same pattern satisfies
neither group fully.

The most common two-pattern approach pairs a traditional five-day pattern with a seven-day continuous pattern.
Workers who value weekends or prefer shorter individual workdays select the five-day option. Workers who want
more total days off or want predictable overtime select the continuous option. One food processing facility
implemented exactly this approach after discovering that high turnover traced to schedule dissatisfaction. Six months
after implementation, turnover had dropped more than 50%.

MOVING FORWARD
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SHIFTWORK SOLUTIONS LLC

From Understanding to Action

Knowing pattern categories and decision frameworks provides essential foundation, but it's only the starting point.
Successful pattern selection and implementation requires translating this understanding into operational reality.

The businesses that achieve sustained schedule excellence approach pattern selection 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 find the right schedule pattern for your operation?

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