
Lonnie Golden, 
Professor of Economics and Labor-Employment Relations, 
Penn State University, Abington College, 
and Research Associate, Economic Policy Institute,  Lmg5@psu.edu

Acknowledgements:

Economic Policy Institute (EPI) -- Lawrence Mishel, president (since 2002), 
producing and sponsoring research reports on the economy and economic 
policy as it affects middle- and low-income families, U.S. labor market and 
living standards. 

Employment Instability, Family Well-being, and Social Policy Network (EINet)
School of Social Service Administration, University of Chicago
einet@ssa.uchicago.edu

Irregular/On-call Work Schedules and their 

Effects on Worker Well-Being:  Evidence from 

Research about from the General Social Survey (GSS)

mailto:Lmg5@psu.edu
mailto:einet@ssa.uchicago.edu


Key Question:

Which of the following best describes your usual work schedule? 
1 Day shift 
2 Afternoon shift 
3 Night shift 
4 Split shift 
5 Irregular shift/on-call 
6 Rotating shifts 

General Social Survey (GSS), is a bi-annual, nationally representative survey, which every 4 years has 
attached to it the “Quality of Worklife” module.  Pooled for the years 2002, 2006, 2010 and 2014, the sample 
size of employed workers is over 5 thousand.

I use this for scholarly research intended for both academic journals and for wider-audience policy research.



About 10 percent of the workforce is assigned to irregular and on-call work shift times
• this figure is likely low, conservative, under-estimates, because shift times can change 

within a given day, afternoon or night shift.
• (Another 7 % work on split or rotating shifts, which is more common among hourly 

workers than it is among salaried…)
• 6 percent of hourly workers, 8 percent of salaried and a whopping 30 percent of 

those paid on some other basis, work irregular or on-call shifts.
• Among just part-time workers, 16 percent of on irregular/on-call schedules (one in 6);

• 25 percent work on irregular/on-call shifts.

For Context:
• Just under 20% of the overall work force is part time;
• 52 percent are paid hourly, 36 percent of employed are salaried (remainder 12 % are 

contractors, contingents).



By income level, the lowest income workers face the most irregular work schedules. 
• Workers earning under $22,500 per year are more likely to work on irregular schedules 

than workers in the income bracket above that (the current salary minimum threshold for 
assured FLSA overtime coverage even if one is a “salaried” employee).

• Irregular/on-call shift work is associated positively with working longer weekly hours.

• By industry type, irregular scheduling is somewhat more prevalent in agriculture, personal 
services, business/repair services, entertainment/recreation, finance/insurance/real 
estate, retail trade, and transportation communications.

• By occupation (job) type, about 15 percent of sales and related occupations have irregular 
or on-call schedules—this rate is about one and a half times the national average.



• In CPS, workers asked to specify “usual” workweek length --
about one in every 11 or 12 say their “hours vary.” 
• Part-timers have more than double the likelihood of 

having hours that vary weekly. 
• Such variable workweeks is higher in certain occupations, 

such as sales, and lower in professional, managerial, and 
administrative support.

• The probability of having “hours vary” is reduced for union 
members, married workers, government employees, 
whites, men, and workers with a higher level of education.



Q6 Thinking of your main job, which of the following best describes the hours you usually

work: a regular day shift, an evening shift, a night shift, a rotating shift, a split shift, an irregular schedule, or 

something else?

Regular day shift............................................. 67%

Evening shift ................................................... 5%

Night shift........................................................ 3%

Rotating shift................................................... 5%

Split shift ......................................................... 3%

Irregular schedule ........................................... 16%

Something else ............................................... 2%

Q7 Does the number of hours you work vary from week to week?

Yes.................................................................. 55%

No ................................................................... 45%



Source: Public Policy Polling, March 27-31, 
2015, State of Minnesota, shared by 
EINet, University of Chicago.







Irregular Scheduling Effects: reported work-family conflict and work stress

While 11% on “regular” schedules report “often” experiencing work-family 
conflict, as much as 26% on IRREGULAR schedules “often” do.

When controlling for length of weekly hours of work and other demographic and 
work characteristics, work-family conflict is worsened when having 
irregular/on-call shift work

for both hourly and salaried workers, but particularly strongly for salaried 
workers, even when controlling for their relatively longer work hours.

Irregular/on-call work is moderately associated with higher work stress.

Hourly workers, in this case, experience the enhanced work stress more so 
than salaried workers.

Having overtime work that is mandatory (“required by the employer”) 
contributes to both work-family conflict and work stress.



From GSS/ISSP 2005 data:

Being underemployed (willing to work more hours) 
does NOT have the advantage of reducing work-
family conflict, despite their shorter hours.

However, part-time workers who prefer that part-time 
status experience less work-family conflict. 

Whereas being overemployed (willing to reduce work 
time for less pay) somewhat exacerbates work-family 
conflict, no matter what is the level of weekly hours. 



2015 Federal Reserve Report on Household Well-Being in the US: a measure of 
overemployment and underemployment

Underemployment is currently pervasive, particularly among part-
timers, while overemployment is less so, it is high in pockets, such as 
twice as present among full-timers than part-timers…



Policy recommendations/implications – new, innovative labor-
employment regulations to keep up with challenges of just-in-time 
scheduling, and the stubbornly high level of underemployment in the 
US labor market, 

particularly in certain industries, and especially by substitution of 
part time for full time positions…

Altering the current incentives, with:

“Predictability Pay” advance notice for work schedules, 
compensation if employers change work schedules after the 
schedule is posted, access to full time hours.  

Minimum Reporting Pay

Doesn’t ban the practices, just shifts some of the “cost” of 
them back on to employers, not just employees.


