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The 8-hour shift may be an industrial mainstay, but the author 

argues it is also costly, inflexible and overdue for change.

Having read the title of this article, you may be wondering 
how it is possible that the 8-hour shift is no longer alive 
and well, considering it is the shift length your employ-

ees currently work! While it may not be gone yet, the 8-hour 
shift is definitely on the decline.

As North American manufacturers struggle to keep a popula-
tion of shift workers instead of off-shoring the work, manage-
ment teams must be more aggressive finding the most profitable 
work solutions. Those solutions must be balanced with palat-
able options for an increasingly demanding workforce. It’s time 
to retire the 8-hour shift and consider other possibilities for 
work that can reduce costs and help companies hire and retain 
the best talent. 

The manufacturing industry has dramatically advanced in 
areas of inventory control, workforce management technology 
and supply chain strategy. However, we’re still using the same 
labor strategies from the early days of the Industrial Revolution, 
therefore limiting the success of all other advances. Changing 
schedules is emotional and potentially disruptive, so it is un-
derstandable that many companies shy away from such a task. 
However, to remain competitive on the operations side and to 
keep employees happy with new work options that support a 
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better work/life balance, it’s time to question whether these 
8-hour shifts still make sense. 

As we look at alternatives to 8-hour shift schedules, there 
are many possible options and there is no single right answer. 
Every facility has its own operational requirements, employee 
preferences and health/safety needs. In this article, we will 
explore just one end of the spectrum – a move to 12-hour 
shifts – as a way to demonstrate some of the potential advan-
tages of defining new work options. The right answer for your 
operation is likely someplace in the middle of these two and 
all potential options should be explored to find the shift plan 
just right for your company and your staff. 

Although the number of people required to cover a 24 x 
7 operation is the same whether a company is working 8- or 
12-hour shifts, the actual labor costs are different. The staff-
ing ratio is 4.2:1 in most cases, meaning that if employees 
work 40 hours each, it will take 4.2 people to cover each key 
position over the course of the 168 hours in a week (4.2 x 40 
= 168). However, other costs begin to separate 8-hour shifts 
from world class. 

There are several factors that play a role in the death of 
8-hour shifts. Some factors are strictly business issues related 
to increased labor costs. These include:

• Shift change inefficiency and downtime
• Lack of schedule flexibility
• Poor management practices (weekend warrior)
Other factors relate more closely to employee preferences 

and are equally if not more important.
• Turnover/Low employee morale 
• High absenteeism
• Increased cost to the employee

Shift Change Inefficiency and Downtime
One large challenge of traditional schedules is shift 

change. On 8-hour shifts there are three shift changes 
each day compared to only two with 12-hour shifts. Shift 
changes create a variety of problems. The first is, invari-
ably, not every employee shows up on time (some not at 
all) and management is forced to fill positions and shuffle 
the workforce to get the coverage they need. Simply put, 
8-hour shifts cause 50% more shift change chaos than 12-
hour shifts. 

Downtime is also a major challenge typically happening 
in greater concentration during start-ups, shut downs, and 
shift changes. Employees often feel the need to adjust the 
equipment to the way they believe it will run the best, regu-
larly ignoring standards or “set point” programs. The addi-
tion of 50% more shift changes with 8-hour shifts means 
this problem will multiply as well.

The chaos and downtime lead to lost volume and rising 
cost per unit profiles. Waste is also incredibly costly dur-
ing shift changes as products can be dumped due to defects 
from running with too few people or the wrong people. 
Employees tend to be more distracted at the start and end 
of their shift, getting into the mindset of the work in front 
of them or thinking about what they are going to do after 
work. This not only can cause errors, but also health and 
safety concerns around heavy equipment. 

Schedule Flexibility
There are three separate types of flexibility that can be 

helpful to operations:
1. Vertical – The ability to add more hours of operation 

each day of the week
2. Horizontal – The ability to add more hours of operation 

at the end of the week
3. Density – The ability to add or subtract headcount in a 

particular area of the business based on operational require-
ments.

In the world of just in time, on demand, and low to no in-
ventories, employees are being asked to respond to demand 
needs since high inventory levels are no longer in place to 
fulfill demand. To do this effectively, they need schedules that 
can flex based on the needs of the business.  

On an 8-hour shift, overtime is more difficult because it is 
only easily done at one time - the end of the shift. It is difficult 
to ask employees to work a sixth day, giving them only one 
day off in a week. It is hard to ask them to come in early be-
cause they are typically asleep. They can stay late, but often it 
conflicts with childcare issues or other commitments. During 
the week, if there is an operational need, all the employees are 
already at work and no additional surge capacity can be called 
on. Some of these constraints are also true for any type of shift 
system, but the 8-hour shift is the most limiting of all the most 
typical shift schedules.

Wal-Mart is a classic customer to many manufacturers. 
They are incredibly large and can make aggressive demands 
on their vendors (and they do). Wal-Mart may give a three-
day lead-time on a product shipment and vendors, if they 
want to keep the business, have to be ready to deliver. Density 
and vertical flexibility may be an operation’s only chance at 
meeting that request. In order to keep carrying costs low, the 
vendor will probably not have the inventory to cover the order 
and will have to build. On an 8-hour shift a vendor might have 
to make Wal-Mart wait more than 5 days until the weekend to 
get the extra volume with horizontal flexibility. On a 12-hour 
shift employees can come in on days off, increasing capac-
ity in the short term (assuming equipment availability). This 
works much more effectively in today’s on demand world. 
Operations cannot afford to wait. They have to react.

Poor Management Practices (eg. Weekend Warrior)
It is no secret that many employees hate working week-

ends. It is a time for family and friends when “the rest 
of the world” is not working. When companies require 
permanent weekend work, they often look for alternatives 
to having regular, full time employees work Saturdays and 
Sundays.

The “Weekend Warrior Shift” is a strategy where an ad-
ditional group of employees is hired to handle this weekend 
work. They typically work 12-hour shifts Friday – Sunday 
or Saturday – Monday.  Although they work 36 hours each 
week, their pay and benefits is often based on 40 hours.  
This can be incredibly expensive (at least 10% to 15+% 
more than regular 40-hour schedules), but is not the most 
expensive part of this strategy. The third day of work does 
not really fit easily anywhere because there are already 
employees covering Monday through Friday creating idle 
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time and pockets of extra employ-
ees. Without the Weekend Warrior 
system, workers would be required 
to work 75% of their weekends and 
so this is not a great solution either.

The companies that have mi-
grated to longer shift lengths typi-
cally do so because they know the 
weekend warrior is a bad strategy 
and with 12-hour shifts employees 
can increase the number of week-
ends off by 100% versus 8-hour 
shifts. 

Turnover/Low Employee 
Morale

As demand for products and ser-
vices grow, providers must grow as 
well. To do this efficiently, employ-
ers must utilize the massive capital 
expenditures they have already made 
and run more hours.  

If an operation is currently running 
5 days a week with two 8-hour shifts 
each day, it is running for a total of 
80 hours, or utilizing approximately 
48% of the available 168 hours in a 
week. One way an operation with 
this schedule could expand is to add 
a third shift at night. This would give 
a 50% increase in capital utilization 
without adding equipment for a total 
of 120 hours of operation each week. 
Many operations have done this and 

declared that they have reached their 
maximum utilization. In fact, with-
out utilizing the weekend, the best 
they can do is approximately 71% of 
the total weekly hours. This leaves 
29% of the time where equipment is 
not used. Why would companies not 
want to fill the weekends with more 
production? 

The 8-hour shift is the problem. 
Working 8-hour shifts in this continu-
ous environment is often the least de-
sired option from an employee’s point 
of view. On an 8-hour shift where the 
days on and off rotate so everyone 
gets equal amounts of weekend time 
off, employees are forced to work 
75% of their weekends. In the most 
common scenarios (the Southern 
Swing), they end up working seven 
shifts in a row three times over the 
course of a 4-week rotation (see Fig-
ure 1).   

As stated earlier, a large majority 
of employees hate weekend work and 
have articulated that to their manage-
ment teams. The thought of making 
them work 75% of weekend time off 
scares managers  -- and it should!

Many operations today will work 
large amounts of Saturday or Sunday 
work on overtime due to seasonal or 
variable demand, but it is not con-
sistent. However, when asked what 

their schedules are, employees 
will probably still say they work 
Monday thru Friday because 
emotionally they do not want to 
admit the truth – they are regu-
larly working the weekend. By 
recognizing the reality of week-
end work, management teams 
can work on alternatives to 
make improvements to the lives 
of the shift workers.

However, what if this fear of 
weekend work is costing your 
company millions of dollars be-
cause of ineffective labor strate-
gies? What if it is costing your 
company tens of millions of dol-
lars by forcing the construction 
of new buildings and equipment 
before you have maximized 
current capital utilization? Are 
there alternatives? The easiest 
answer is “yes.” Alternative 
shift schedules can dramati-

Week/
Crew	 M	 T	 W	 Th	F	S  a	S u	H ours

1	 *	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 48

2	 8	 *	 *	 8	 8	 8	 8	 40

3	 8	 8	 8	 *	 *	 8	 8	 40

4	 8	 8	 8	 8	 8	 *	 *	 40

							       Avg.	42

Total Coverage:	 168 Hours

Shift Length:	 8 Hours

Rotation Length:	 4 Weeks

Work Days:	 273 Days

Days Off:	 91 Days

Weekends Off (Full):	 13 Weekends

Longest Break:	 3 Days (13x)

Max. No. of Shifts in a Row:	 7 Days

Figure 1. 
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cally improve your ability to utilize 
more hours in the week without sacrific-
ing employee morale. 

If the 8-hour shift is so terrible, what 
is a better solution? Twelve-hour shifts, 
as an example, provide a dramatic in-
crease in days off and increase weekend 
time off by 50%. Below is an example 
of a 12-hour shift with the same exact 
staffing and coverage as the 8-hour shift 
in Figure 1, but the distribution of hours 
provides a different experience for the 
employees. 

In this option employees get every 
other weekend off instead of every 
fourth weekend off.  All their weekends 
off are 3-day weekends.  They get 87 
more days off than the 8-hour shifts and 
work 182 days a year and get an equal 
number of days off. They also never 
work more than 3 days in a row in their 
base schedule. Other iterations of 12-
hour shifts can provide up to 17 addi-
tional weeks off each year without any 
loss of pay.  

Why must management teams con-
tinue to assume that everyone wants 
to work the same 5-day schedule? Al-

though it is right for some people, it 
certainly is not uniformly right for ev-
eryone. To attract and keep the best tal-
ent, companies must work to offer better 
options to shift workers. This not only 
helps attract the best talent, but helps to 
keep them once they have arrived.

High Levels of Absenteeism
Absenteeism is incredibly expensive 

for a variety of reasons. Classic con-
cerns revolve around not having the 
right skills on the job because another 
worker, typically not accustomed to 
the job, is filling in last minute. How-
ever, there are several other issues as 
well. The company still pays the ab-
sent employees their benefits for each 
hour absent. When an employee calls 
off, management does not ask them to 
cover a percentage of their health ben-
efits and typically does not reduce the 
amount of vacations or holidays they 
will accrue over the course of the year. 
When they fill the vacant spot, the ex-
penses incurred are larger because the 
fill-in employee is typically paid an 
overtime rate.

Employees on longer options like 
12-hour shifts are absent fewer times 
because each day missed is worth 
50% more lost earnings. This does not 
mean employees will stop getting sick 
or have real reasons to call off, but 
they tend to do it less, therefore caus-
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Week/
Crew	 M	 T	 W	 Th	F	S  a	S u	H ours

1	 *	 12	 12	 *	 *	 12	 12	 48

2	 12	 *	 *	 12	 12	 *	 *	 40

							       Avg.	42

Total Coverage:	 168 Hours

Shift Length:	 12 Hours

Rotation Length:	 2 Weeks

Work Days:	 182 Days

Days Off:	 182 Days

Weekends Off (Full):	 26 Weekends

Longest Break:	 3 Days (26x)

Max. No. of Shifts in a Row:	 3 Days

Figure 2. 
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ing less disruption.
Cost is not the only issue with call-offs. Employees 

need time to take the kids to the doctor for check-ups, go 
to the bank, and get the grocery shopping done. Work-
ing five days a week, Monday through Friday, may leave 
only the weekend as the time when these tasks can be ad-
dressed. However, the weekend is when everyone else is 
off and employees do not like to take that time to do regular 
chores. Occasionally they may “break” their schedule in 
order to free up some time during the week. Employees 
on longer shifts are also less likely to do this because their 
schedules allow them to get regular chores done during the 
week on scheduled days off so they can enjoy their week-
ends more completely.

Cost to the Employee
The rising cost of gasoline has meant that employees 

are shouldering a much larger commuting bill than they 
were just a few years ago. Gasoline prices have more than 
doubled in the last 8 years.

Assume an employee commutes 30 miles to work each 
way for a total of 60 miles. Assuming their car gets 15 
miles per gallon (MPG) that is a total of 4 gallons of gas. 
If gasoline is $3.50/gallon, the total cost of each round 
trip commute is $14.00. Total workdays on a traditional 
8-hour shift are 260. On 12-hour shifts the total workdays 
are 173. The difference is 87 days. Multiply the 87 by the 

$14.00 and that equals a savings of $1,218.00 every year 
for the employee. This is a lot of money for anyone, but for 
someone that may be making $14.00/hour, it is more than 
two weeks pay.

Longer shifts typically provide more opportunities for 
employees to come in on days off to make additional in-
come. Instead of having a separate crew to handle vacation 
coverage, management teams can ask employees inter-
ested in overtime to come in on one of their many days off. 
This is not possible on 8-hour shifts as described above in 
the “Schedule Flexibility” portion of the article.

Conclusion
Moving forward, employers will no longer be able to 

be complacent about labor strategies. We cannot afford to 
keep labor strategies because “this is how we have always 
done it” or because “another plant does it this way.” We 
actually need to engage our employees, ask them questions 
and listen to the responses. Although the most common 
schedules in North America contain the 8-hour shift, it is 
not the best way to move forward. It is time to think strate-
gically as we work to provide a strong job market for future 
generations.

John Frehse is chief strategic officer for consulting firm 
Core Practice, New York and a frequent speaker and au-
thor on labor management topics.
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