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It’s About Time

How Work Schedule Instability Matters for
Workers, Families, and Racial Inequality
Many Americans are working, but poor. Along with low wages and few benefits, the working poor
frequently find themselves up against erratic work schedules, with hours and shifts that change day-today and week-to-week with little advance notice. Particularly in the food-service and retail sectors, which
employ 17% of American workers, such unstable and unpredictable work schedules are widespread.1 Now,
newly available data from The Shift Project offers unprecedented insight into the prevalence of unstable
work scheduling conditions and the consequences of this instability for workers and their children.
Among 30,000 employees at 120 of the largest retail and
food-service firms in the United States, the large majority of workers have little advance notice of their schedules: two-thirds have less than two weeks’ notice, and
half of those get less than a week’s notice (Figure 1, next
page). Workers’ schedules are also often changed at the
last minute, with 14% reporting at least one cancelled
shift in the last month and 70% reporting at least one
change to the timing of one of their shifts in the past
month. Many workers are expected to work on-call
shifts (25%) and back-to-back closing-then-opening shifts
separated by less than 11 hours (“clopenings”) (50%).
From the perspective of workers, this is not desirable schedule flexibility, but rather unpredictability
and instability imposed by employers, often with the
aid of workforce management technology and algorithms. We find that 80% of workers have little to no
input into their schedules and that 69% are required
by their employer to keep their schedules “open
and available” to work whenever needed. Asked
if they would like a more stable and predictable
schedule, 75% of workers say that they would (Figure 2). This precarious scheduling occurs against a
backdrop of insufficient work hours. We find that a
third of workers are involuntarily working part-time:
They usually work fewer than 35 hours and would
like to be scheduled for more hours at their job.

Unpredictable and unstable work schedules in retail and food service are common, but they are not
universal. Within these sectors, there is variation in
the degree to which employees are exposed to precarious scheduling. We take advantage of this variation, comparing workers exposed to unstable and
unpredictable schedules at work to otherwise similar
workers in similar jobs who have a greater degree of
stability. These comparisons reveal the widespread
negative consequences of unstable and unpredictable schedules for workers and their families.
We show that while exposure to just-in-time scheduling is high for all groups of workers, it is also fundamentally unequal, as workers of color, and particularly women of color, are exposed to the most unstable
and unpredictable work scheduling practices.
We show how exposure to unstable and unpredictable scheduling practices gives rise to household
economic insecurity and dramatic increases in
hunger and other hardships.
We show how parental exposure to unstable work
schedules has intergenerational consequences, by
creating instability in children’s routines and care
arrangements and also manifesting in children’s
heightened anxiety and acting out.
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Low-wage workers have high rates of low-quality schedules
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Source: Authors’ tabulations from The Shift Project survey.
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These findings are reported in a set of five working
papers, released as part of the Washington Center
for Equitable Growth working paper series. This
report shares highlights from these five papers.

Racial/Ethnic Inequality in Work
Scheduling
Pervasive and persistent racial and ethnic inequalities in the American labor market in hiring, wages, and
fringe benefits packages are well-documented in research.2 But, far less is known about racial inequality
in work schedules.3 Yet, whereas wage and benefit levels are often regularized by tenure or job grade within
organizations, front-line managers have a great deal
of discretion in work scheduling, raising the risk that
managers’ conscious or unconscious racial biases could
produce racial and ethnic inequality in scheduling.4
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Black and Latinx workers are over-represented in
the retail and food-service sectors, where work
schedule instability is prevalent.5 We also find
evidence of substantial racial and ethnic inequality
in work scheduling among workers in retail and
food service. For instance, while 13% of white
workers report at least one cancelled shift in the
last month, the share is 30% higher, at 17%, for nonwhite workers. We see this same pattern across
a range of indicators of unstable work schedules:
non-white workers are 10% to 20% more likely to
experience on-call shifts, clopenings (back-toback closing-then-opening shifts separated by less
than 11 hours), and involuntary part-time work.
Overall, when we consider all measures of schedule instability together, we see large racial inequalities in work schedules, represented by the
blue bars in Figure 3. Exposure to schedule instability is 16% higher among non-white workers
compared with white workers. This gap is largest, though, for women of color, at 18% (vs. 12%
among men), and the gap between white and
Latinx workers, at 17%, is somewhat larger than
2

Low-wage workers have little control over their low-quality schedules
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Figure 2
the gap between white and Black workers (14%).
In fact, even when we compare among workers
with the same demographics and the same educational attainment who work at the exact same
companies, we find that workers of color still have
more unstable and unpredictable work schedules
(Figure 3, orange bars). Even when comparing
white and non-white workers with similar characteristics within the exact same firms, a 5% to 10%
gap in exposure to precarious scheduling remains.
The remaining race gap could come about if managerial discretion in assigning schedules gives rise to
discriminatory treatment. If managers’ conscious or
unconscious racial bias affects work schedule allocations, then non-white workers could be at a severe
disadvantage. While 80% of white hourly workers
report that their direct supervisor is also white, only
38% of non-white hourly workers report that their
direct supervisor is of their same race. It turns out
that having a manager of a different race accounts
for 25% of the remaining scheduling gap between
white workers and workers of color and 63% of the
remaining gap between Black and white workers.
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Economic Consequences of
Precarious Schedules
Over the past thirty years, prominent politicians
and policy makers have argued that the surest
route out of poverty is employment. Yet, recent
analyses show that millions of workers in America are impoverished and at least a third of households with a working adult experience material
hardship—such as not being able to afford enough
to eat, stable housing, or needed medical care.6
While a job with a living wage, good benefits, and a
stable schedule might indeed provide economic security, jobs in the United States have become more
and more precarious in terms of wages and benefits, but also very much in terms of unstable and
unpredictable work scheduling practices.7 Such
scheduling practices could lead to material hardship by causing income volatility, interfering with
public benefits eligibility, over-burdening informal
support networks, and even making it difficult to
plan for the future.8
3

Workers of color have worse schedules than their white co-workers

Discrepancy in levels of exposure to unstable and unpredictable scheduling practices between
workers of color and white workers at U.S. food and retail companies
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Note: In this context, unstable and unpredictable scheduling practices include cancelled, on-call, and clopening shifts, involuntary part-time
work, and difﬁculty getting time off. The level of exposure is measured by counting the number of these practices workers are exposed to.
Analyses of gender subgroups compare women of color to white women, and men of color to white men.
Source: Adam Storer, Daniel Schneider, and Kristen Harknett, "What Explains Race/Ethnic Inequality in Job Quality in the Service Sector?"
(Washington, D.C.: Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2019).

Figure 3
We find that material hardship is common among
hourly workers at the nation’s largest retail and
food-service firms. Overall, six in ten hourly workers
experienced at least one material hardship over
the prior year. A third of workers reported hunger
hardship—that is, a third reported at least one time
over the past year when they went hungry and/or
relied on free food (such as from a soup kitchen or
food pantry) because they couldn’t afford to buy
enough food. One in six workers experienced a
housing hardship—staying with other people because
of housing problems and/or staying in a shelter,
abandoned building, or other non-regular housing.

But, comparing among workers with the same wages,
workers who had more unstable and unpredictable work
schedules were at even higher risk of material hardship.
For example, 42% of workers who had shifts cancelled
reported hunger hardship as compared with 29% of
workers who did not have cancelled shifts (Figure 4).
Short notice of work schedules was also associated with
hunger: 36% of workers with less than three days of advance notice experienced hunger hardship, compared
with 28% of those with at least two weeks’ advance notice. On-call shifts and last-minute changes to schedule timing similarly raised the risk of hunger hardship,
of residential hardship, and of any hardship (Figure 5).

Measures of Material Hardship
You received free food or meals
because you did not have enough
money.
You went hungry because you
couldn’t afford to eat.
You borrowed money from friends
or family to help pay the bills.
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You did not pay the full balance
of your gas, oil, or electricity bill
because you did not have enough
money.

You stayed in a shelter, abandoned
building, automobile, or any other
place not meant for regular housing,
even for one night.

You moved in with other people
(even for a little while) because of
financial problems.

Someone in your household needed
medical care, but did not visit a doctor or go to the hospital because of
the cost.
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Shorter notice and cancelled shifts are associated with hunger hardship
Probability of experiencing hunger hardship by type of schedule among U.S. food and retail workers.
Hardship includes relying on free food and meals or going without eating due to financial need.
40%

40%

30

30

20

20

10

10

0

2+ weeks’ notice 0-2 days’ notice
of schedule
of schedule

0

No cancelled
shift

Cancelled shift

Source: Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett, "Hard Times: Routine Schedule Unpredictability and Material Hardship among Service Sector Workers"
(Washington, D.C.: Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2019).

Figure 4

Shorter notice and cancelled shifts are linked to increased housing hardship
Probability of experiencing housing hardship by type of schedule among U.S. food and retail workers. Hardship
includes moving in with others due to financial need or staying in a place not meant for regular housing.
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Source: Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett, "Hard Times: Routine Schedule Unpredictability and Material Hardship among Service Sector Workers"
(Washington, D.C.: Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2019).

Figure 5
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Consequences of Precarious
Schedules for Children

Insufficient and volatile work hours also matter.
Workers who don’t get enough work hours experience more hunger hardship and more hardship
overall. But, it is not just insufficiency, but also
volatility, that matters. We calculate the degree to
which work hours are volatile—that is, vary from
week-to-week—by comparing the number of work
hours in the week in the last month when a worker
had the most hours against the week when they had
the fewest. A worker whose lowest week was 20
hours and highest week was 30 hours would have
33% variation in hours—the average for our sample.
Compared to workers with steady hours, workers
at the 75th percentile for instability (a 50% swing
in hours), had a 13% higher risk of hunger hardship and an 11% higher risk of residential hardship.

If one vision of the retail and food-service workforce
is of teenagers starting out and working their first
job on their way up the career ladder, the reality is
starkly different. Over 70% of retail and food-service workers are over the age of 25, and one in ten
American children has a parent working in the sector.9 That matters because the costs of precarious
work may not simply be fleeting in the life course
or even confined to a single generation. Instead,
when parents work unstable and unpredictable
work schedules, their children may also be affected.
The foundations for how we fare later in life—in
school, in work, in upward mobility—are laid early in
childhood.10 Schools and neighborhoods have important effects on child development, but for young children, the family is a formative setting and one that
is significantly affected by parents’ job quality.11 The
instability and unpredictability that parents experi-

Employment is no guarantee of economic security, as many American workers are employed yet still experience serious material
hardships. Notably, material hardship varied
in proportion to the amount of temporal precarity workers experienced from their jobs.

Parents with just-in-time schedules struggle to find childcare

Number of days per year in which young children of U.S. food and retail workers receive childcare
from a sibling younger than 10 years of age or lack childcare (for any period of time)
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Source: Daniel Schneider, Kristen Harknett, and Sigrid Luhr, “Who Cares if Parents have Unpredictable Work Schedules?: The Association between
Just-in-Time Work Schedules and Child Care Arrangements”
(Washington, D.C.: Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2019).

Figure 6
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As parents' schedule instability increases, child behavioral problems increase
Increased level of U.S. children's sad and mad behaviors associated with exposure to parents'
level of schedule instability relative to children whose parents have stable schedules
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Source: Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett, "Parental Exposure to Routine Work Schedule Uncertainty and Child Behavior" (Washington, D.C.:
Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2019).
Note: Forms of parental schedule instability include on-call, cancelled, and clopening shifts, and last-minute schedule changes. Sad and mad
child behaviors were measured using scales for internalizing and externalizing behaviors constructed from the Child Behavior Check-List Brief
Problem Monitor.

Figure 7
ence in their work schedules may spill over at home
and negatively affect children by undermining household economic security, upsetting family routines and
developmental child care time, and introducing strain
and stress into everyday interactions that would ideally be warm and supportive.12 Ultimately, unstable
and unpredictable work schedules may reduce intergenerational mobility by constraining children’s
opportunities from the start. We trace how parental
exposure to unstable and unpredictable work schedules may spill over to affect children in two domains.
Consistent and quality childcare is essential for healthy
child development. But, unstable and unpredictable
schedules impose a degree of chaos on parents’ lives
that inevitably spill over to their children’s care arrangements. We find that parents’ exposure to on-call
work and last-minute shift changes are associated with
a reliance on informal care arrangements. In particular,
we find that when parents work on-call shifts or have
last-minute changes to their schedules, they are more
likely to ask siblings to provide care for their younger
brothers and sisters (Figure 6). Many of these siblings
are children themselves, with parents having even to
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rely on children younger than age ten for childcare
when the alternative is missing the chance for needed income or even risking their job by missing work.
Kids thrive in environments of security, consistency,
and support. These environments are difficult to maintain in the face of on-call shifts, last minute cancellations, changes to schedule timing, and clopening shifts.
We find that there is significantly more household economic insecurity in families with young children when
parents work more unstable and unpredictable work
schedules. We also find that parents have much less
time for developmental activities with children, such
as reading a book together or having a family meal,
when their schedules are unstable and unpredictable.
Parents’ wellbeing also suffers: they sleep less well,
are more psychologically distressed, and are less happy when working unstable and unpredictable work
schedules—a relationship that we’ve documented for
all workers, not just parents.13 The weight of household
economic insecurity, parental stress, and disrupted
family routines imposed by unstable and unpredictable
work schedules ultimately depresses child wellbeing.
Children whose parents work more unstable and
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unpredictable schedules suffer (Figure 7, previous
page). One yardstick for the costs of a parent working an unstable and unpredictable schedule is that
their children show more “internalizing” or sad behaviors—feeling worthless, anxious, guilty, self-conscious, unhappy, or worried. We find that children
whose parents work on-call, have cancelled shifts,
timing changes, or work clopenings score significantly higher on this measure. Another yardstick is that
children show more “externalizing” or mad behaviors—arguing, destroying things, being disobedient,
stubborn, having temper tantrums, or making threats.
Here, the impact of on-call shifts, cancellations, timing changes, and clopenings is smaller, but still significant, elevating these externalizing behaviors as well.

Consequences of Precarious
Schedules for Job Turnover
Unstable and unpredictable work schedules don’t
just shape life for workers and their families in the
moment. These precarious scheduling practices also

set workers’ career trajectories. We find that precarious scheduling, including short advance notice and
on-call shifts, significantly increases job turnover.
Retail and food service are known to be short-tenure and high-turnover industries. Our data confirm
this. We find a six-month turnover rate of 28%. We
also find that workers who had unstable and unpredictable work schedules have significantly higher turnover rates (Figure 8). For example, 35% of
those who had at least one on-call shift and 42%
of those who had at least one cancelled shift in the
month prior to first being surveyed were no longer at their job six months later. While the turnover rate was 24% for workers with at least two
weeks’ advance notice of their schedules, it was 39%
for those with less than 72 hours advance notice.
Having an unstable and unpredictable work schedule leads to turnover because precarious schedules make it untenable for workers to meet their
personal needs and care for their families. Workers with precarious schedules also leave their
jobs because they feel unfairly treated by their

Turnover rates are higher when notice is short and schedule quality is low
Probability of job turnover by type of work schedule among U.S. food and retail workers
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Source: Joshua Choper, Daniel Schneider, and Kristen Harknett, "Uncertain Time: Precarious Schedules and Job Turnover in the U.S. Service
Sector" (Washington, D.C.: Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2019).

Figure 8
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managers and dissatisfied with their jobs. In
turn, job loss has well-documented negative effects on future earnings and employment, as
well as on psychological wellbeing and health.14

Conclusion
The Shift Project provides a valuable new resource
for understanding how the time dimension of
job quality—predictability and stability in work
schedules—affects the livelihoods and lives of lowwage workers in America. The Shift Project details
the routine instability that workers in retail and
food service face, and the host of consequences
that follow from this instability. The retail and
food service sectors now employ 17% of workers
in the United States, nearly twice as many as work
in the manufacturing sector.15 Work schedule
instability and its consequences, therefore, deeply
affect a large swath of American families. Unstable
work schedules assigned with little advanced
notice exact a toll on workers and their children.
With new data from The Shift Project, we can now
document a set of downstream consequences of
unpredictable and unstable work schedules. Our
research sheds light on the human costs when impersonal algorithms determine work schedules or
when companies lose sight of the basic needs that
all workers have for rest, for advance notice to allow for planning, and for some semblance of regularity in routines. Schedules have a pervasive influence on economic security, the ability to fulfill care
obligations, and parents’ and children’s wellbeing.
Routinely unpredictable and unstable schedules
have predictable and stark consequences: elevating
hunger and other material hardships, destabilizing
children’s routines and care arrangements, and increasing children’s anxiety and tendency to act out.
We also show that workers with unstable schedules
experience higher rates of turnover, and such job
loss has well-documented negative effects on household finances, psychological wellbeing, and health.16

vices, and are therefore disproportionately affected
by the widespread instability in that sector. Beyond
that, even when we look within the very same employers and in the same types of jobs, workers of
color are assigned more unstable work schedules.
Given all of the linkages between these schedules
and hardships and daily instability for workers and
their families, work schedules need to be recognized
as one driving force perpetuating racial inequality.
Collectively, these five papers from The Shift Project
all point in the same direction: emphasizing the critical
role that the temporal dimension of low-wage work—
the predictability and stability of work schedules—
plays in the lives of American workers. Awareness of
the importance of work schedules has begun to grow.
A limited set of companies have voluntarily offered
more advance notice or announced they will refrain
from practices such as on-call schedules, and a set
of cities, including San Francisco, Seattle, New York
City, Chicago, and Philadelphia, along with the state of
Oregon, have passed laws attempting to increase the
stability and predictability of work schedules. These
companies and localities will demonstrate whether
voluntary action or labor laws can move the needle
on reducing routine instability in low-wage work. If
they do, our research suggests that a large share of
American workers and their children will benefit, and
that workers of color stand to gain the most.

Unstable schedules are an unrecognized contributor to racial inequality in the United States. People
of color are overrepresented in retail and food serIT’S ABOUT TIME
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Data and Methods
The Shift Project collected survey data from service-sector workers employed at large retail and food
establishments across the country between August 2016 and November 2018. The Shift Project recruits survey
respondents using online Facebook advertisements, targeted to workers employed at large retail and foodservice firms. Those who responded to the Shift survey invitation were automatically routed to a survey landing
page, where they were asked to consent to participate in the study, then began the online self-administered
survey using the Qualtrics platform. As an incentive, those who completed the survey and provided contact
information were entered into a lottery for an Apple iPad. The survey included modules on job characteristics,
work schedules, demographics, economic stability, health, parenting, and child outcomes. To screen out invalid
survey responses, we used an attention filter (a question that instructed respondents to select a particular
response category to verify the accuracy of their responses).
A detailed discussion of The Shift Project data collection, methodology, and data validation is available in:
Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett. 2019. “What’s to Like? Facebook as a Tool for Survey Data Collection.”
Sociological Methods and Research.

This brief draws on the results from five publicly available working papers that all use survey data from The
Shift Project:
Adam Storer, Daniel Schneider, and Kristen Harknett. 2019. “What Explains Race/Ethnic Inequality in Job Quality in the
Service Sector?”
Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett. 2019. “Hard Times: Routine Schedule Unpredictability and Material Hardship
among Service Sector Workers.”
Kristen Harknett, Daniel Schneider, and Sigrid Luhr. 2019. “Who Cares if Parents have Unpredictable Work Schedules?:
The Association between Just-in-Time Work Schedules and Child Care Arrangements.”
Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett. 2019. “Parental Exposure to Routine Work Schedule Uncertainty and Child
Behavior.”
Josh Choper, Daniel Schneider, and Kristen Harknett. 2019. “Uncertain Time: Precarious Schedules and Job Turnover
in the U.S. Service Sector.”

Each paper contains a detailed data and methods section, which describes the key variables used, the analysis
samples, and the analytic strategy.
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