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Executive Summary
For many low-wage workers, every week looks different from the next. Receiving a work schedule 

with little advance notice, fluctuating shift times and working an inconsistent number of hours from 

week-to-week is the rule rather than the exception. These precarious work hours lead to income 

instability and make it difficult or impossible to arrange childcare, schooling, or a second job, or for a 

worker to manage his or her own serious medical condition.

In Seattle, policymakers are working to address widespread scheduling volatility among Seattle’s 

hourly workforce. A recent survey found that half of the Seattle workers interviewed receive 

schedules one week or less in advance, a finding consistent with national representative data. And 

among part-time workers, 75% of respondents had weekly schedules that varied by eight hours or 

more. A focus group of Seattle workers conducted by Human Impact Partners echoed these findings. 

One retail worker, Holly, said, “There are days I can work a long day and they’ll only schedule me 4 

hours as opposed to 8 hours. And so that’s getting kind of scary when it gets down to the wire, when 

I really don’t have any money and I don’t know if you’re going to schedule me for 15 hours this week 

or 4 hours. It’s just really hard to deal with.” Another former barista, Tyler, said, “My main problems 

were my shifts being cut. Sometimes I would be scheduled for 8 hours and it would end up being 

more like 4, or maybe less than 4 with the lunch break… Altogether there was no consistency in the 

schedule really at all.”

In this report, Scheduling Away Our Health: How Unpredictable Work Hours Affect  

Health and Well-being, we build on a body of evidence analyzing these scheduling practices,  

and pay special attention to the physical and mental health consequences for workers and their 

families. As momentum builds for fair workweek policies, the human costs are important to 

understand as policymakers weigh solutions. Through literature review, original data analysis,  

and focus groups, we find that the health and well-being of workers is undoubtedly compromised  

by unpredictable work schedules. 
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Specifically, we find that unpredictable work hours:  

Have Direct and Negative Effects on Worker Health and Well-being

■■  Widespread research shows that higher levels of stress and poor mental health outcomes  

are associated with unstable schedules that have little advanced notice and fluctuating  

weekly hours.

■■  In our analysis of General Social Survey data, hourly workers who received one week or less 

notice of their schedules are more likely to report their health as poor or fair (rather than good 

or excellent) than workers with more advance notice. About 20% of those receiving one 

week or less of schedule notice reported poor or fair health, compared to about 12%-13% for 

workers with more notice. 

■■  Workers who say they have the necessary flexibility to meet work, family, and personal 

responsibilities exercise more frequently and are more likely to self-identify their lifestyles  

as healthy.

■■  Many hourly workers face fatigue from overwork and inadequate rest. Workers experiencing 

sleep deprivation and fatigue have been shown to have decreased reaction time, psychomotor 

coordination, memory, and decision making skills.

Contribute to Low and Unstable Incomes Which Harm Health and Well-being

■■  Precarious work hours exacerbate economic instability. People who involuntarily work part-

time are far more likely to be in poverty than those who work full-time. Nationwide people with 

incomes above the federal poverty line typically live more than five years longer than those below.

■■  Unpredictable schedules mean unpredictable incomes. Less income means less access  

to healthy housing, food, education, and healthcare. Focus group participants, whose hours 

varied widely from week to week, reported anxiety about whether their incomes would 

meet their needs, noting that wage increases would do little to help if their work hours were 

limited. Increasing incomes contributes to decreasing rates of chronic diseases like high blood 

pressure, diabetes, and heart failure.

■■  Erratic work hours can lead to unemployment: variable hours, limited advance notice of 

schedules and a lack of input into job schedules have all been associated with early job loss. 

Laid-off workers are more likely to have fair or poor health and more likely to develop a stress-

related condition, such as stroke, heart attack, or heart disease. 

Inhibit the Ability of Workers to Access Educational Opportunities 

■■  Young people cite conflicts between work and school as the number one reason for leaving 

college before obtaining a degree. Students who drop out of school say that the challenge of 

balancing work and school is a greater barrier than the cost of tuition, while working students 

report that their jobs limit the number of classes they take, their access to campus facilities, 

and the courses they choose. 
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■■  People with more education generally have longer lifespans and lower rates of chronic disease 

than people with less—a person with a college degree is likely to live about five years longer 

than someone who has not graduated from high school. For each four additional years of 

educational attainment, a person can expect a lower rate of diabetes and heart disease, and a 

lower likelihood of negative health behaviors like smoking. 

Contribute to Work-Family Conflict and Childcare Issues,  
Which Negatively Affect Parent and Child Well-being 

■■  A study of retail workers found that short advance notice of schedules interfered with their 

personal needs and family responsibilities, both cutting into their time for other activities and 

straining their families. When workers have greater input in their schedules, these conflicts can 

be mediated.

■■  Unpredictable schedules can cause significant challenges for parents, forcing them into less-

than-ideal childcare options. One study of mothers with retail jobs who had limited advance 

notice of their schedules and frequent schedule changes at their job had difficulty planning for 

childcare and finding time for other family activities, such as meals and volunteering at their 

children’s schools.

■■  Parents who work erratic hours and/or had no input into their work schedules are  

more likely to exit childcare subsidy programs after being enrolled, and variable and 

unpredictable work schedules are reported as a substantial barrier to finding childcare and 

meeting subsidy requirements. 

■■  Gaps in childcare subsidies are associated with more frequent switching of childcare providers. 

Childcare instability in turn affects children’s well-being, cognitive and behavioral outcomes 

and language development, especially for children in low-income families.

Recommendations
Our findings indicate that unpredictable work schedules directly and indirectly contribute to a host 

of health and well-being impacts. Research cited throughout this report indicates that unpredictable 

schedules are associated with stress, depression, anxiety, disrupted sleep, food insecurity, and 

numerous physical health problems, including high blood pressure.

Policy changes that deliver more stability and predictability for workers would go a long way towards 

addressing these myriad impacts. In light of our report findings that unpredictable work schedules 

directly and indirectly contribute to a host of health and well-being impacts, we recommend Seattle 

policymakers and employers take immediate steps to ensure a fair workweek. Specifically, Seattle’s 

hourly employees should be given: 

■■  Predictable schedules, stable hours, and reliable paychecks that enable them to plan ahead to 

meet responsibilities on and off the job. 

■■  Two to three-weeks’ advance notice of schedules and the choice to decline any unscheduled 

hours that conflict with other obligations. 
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■■  The ability to set reasonable limitations on their schedules, including the right to request 

scheduling accommodations and mutual consent to changes in the schedule. 

■■  Predictability pay for changes to schedules and reporting pay for shortened and on-call shifts.

■■  The right to rest for at least 11 hours between shifts (in practice, this would do away with 

“clopenings” which require employees to close late at night and open early the next morning).

■■  Family-sustaining wages and hours, including pay parity between part-time and full-time 

employees, access to additional hours, and the opportunity to become full-time if they choose.
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I. Introduction 
For many low-wage workers, every week looks different from 

the next. Receiving a work schedule with little advance notice, 

fluctuating shift times and working an inconsistent number of hours 

from week-to-week is the rule rather than the exception.1 This leaves 

workers with little or no notice about whether and when they will be 

scheduled for shifts. These precarious work hours lead to income 

instability and make it difficult or impossible to arrange childcare, 

schooling, or a second job, or for a worker to manage his or her own 

serious medical condition.2 The vast majority of those affected are 

women and people of color, who are disproportionately employed 

in retail, food service, and other professions where unstable and 

unpredictable schedules are the norm.

These increasingly prevalent practices are not going unchallenged. 

Workers are calling on employers to provide them with greater 

control, predictability, flexibility, and stability in their work hours. 

Researchers describe how precarious schedules contribute to 

destabilizing wage fluctuations, economic insecurity, and myriad 

other aspects of workers’ experience.3 And policy-makers across 

the country are considering legislation that requires employers to 

provide more stable work hours. 

In Seattle specifically, workers are pushing for changes that will 

ensure a fair workweek. Building on recent $15 per hour minimum 

wage and paid sick leave ordinances, many in Seattle are working 

to address widespread scheduling volatility among the city’s 

hourly workforce. According to American Community Survey 

data, 25% of Seattle’s working adults are part-time workers who, on average, work under 35 hours 

per week.4 A survey of 300 Seattle workers, conducted by Working Washington, found that half of 

the workers interviewed receive schedules one week or less in advance, a finding consistent with 

national representative data of early career adults showing 39% of full-time hourly workers and 47% 

of part-time workers receive the same short notice.5 Among part-time workers surveyed by Working 

Washington, the typical workweek was 25 hours and 75% of respondents had weekly schedules that 

varied by 8 hours or more. Notably, 39% of those surveyed indicated that their unpredictable work 

schedules negatively impacted their health.6 

As momentum builds around fair workweek policies, health and well-being effects are important 

to understand, particularly as policy initiatives are crafted in response. Here, we build on a body 

of evidence on scheduling practices, and pay special attention to the physical and mental health 

consequences for workers and their families. The report begins by describing how unpredictable 

work hours directly affect worker’s health and well-being in negative ways. We also describe how 

unpredictable hours contribute to low and unstable incomes, work-family conflict, and suboptimal 

childcare options, and how each of these contributes to adverse health effects. We conclude by 

summarizing our findings and making a series of recommendations.

“ The schedule usually 
comes out Friday or 
Saturday for the next 
Monday, so 2 or 3 days 
in advance. And they’ll 
change it on you.”

—Austin, Seattle  
restaurant server

“ My main problems 
were my shifts being 
cut. Sometimes I would 
be scheduled for 8 
hours and it would end 
up being more like 4, 
or maybe less than 4 
with the lunch break… 
Altogether there was 
no consistency in the 
schedule really at all.”

— Tyler, former  
Seattle barista
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II. Unpredictable Work Hours Negatively Affect 
Worker Health & Well-being 
Research on workers in multiple sectors in the United States, Canada, 

and Europe has found that unstable schedules and a lack of control 

over when they work are associated with higher rates of stress and 

poor mental health outcomes. Chronic stress is strongly linked to the 

development of hypertension and other chronic diseases, and may 

cause physical problems including cardiovascular phenomena, such as 

hypertension; metabolic disorders, such as obesity, type-2 diabetes, 

and cardiovascular disease; osteopenia and osteoporosis; and sleep 

disorders, such as insomnia or persistent sleepiness and a general lack 

of energy during the daytime.7,8

For retail workers in the United States, receiving little advance 

notice of their work hours, as well as last minute changes to posted 

schedules, are associated with higher levels of employee stress—

independent of other aspects of nonstandard schedules.9 Precarious 

employment among Canadian employees—defined as part-time 

or contract work characterized with uncertain earnings, schedule 

volatility and little to no employee control—is associated with stress-

related tension and exhaustion when compared to people in standard 

employment arrangements.10 Another survey of workers in Canada 

found that those with unstable employment and little control over their 

schedules—particularly those who desire more sustainable working 

situations—report high levels of depression and anxiety along with 

physical health problems including headaches, stomach problems and 

high blood pressure.11 

Among European workers, working fewer weekly hours than desired is strongly associated with lower 

levels of life satisfaction, and research among supermarket retail workers in the U.K. has found that 

short notice of work schedules increased employee stress.12,13  For hotel employees in Canada, work-

life conflict associated with volatile employment led to health problems including disrupted sleep, 

exercise and dietary habits.14 Families in the U.S. where the head of household works in a job where 

hours vary from week to week are more likely to experience food insecurity—worrying that they will 

run out of food before they have money to purchase more.15 

In order to better understand this interplay between scheduling instability and health, Human Impact 

Partners (HIP) conducted a focus group of Seattle hourly workers in April 2016. Focus group participants 

described how their well-being and sense of control were affected by unpredictable schedules: 

It felt like the only thing that people saw that I was good for was for my labor. It 

was like I’m not supposed to have any sort of life. I’m supposed to live work. I’m 

supposed to breathe work. I’m supposed to only think about work. 

 — Jasmine, former barista

Research on workers in 
multiple sectors in the 
United States, Canada 
and Europe has found 
that unstable schedules 
and a lack of control 
over when they work 
are associated with 
stress and poor mental 
health outcomes.

For retail workers in the 
United States, receiving 
little advance notice of 
their work hours, as well 
as last minute changes 
to posted schedules, are 
associated with higher 
levels of employee 
stress—independent 
of other aspects of 
nonstandard schedules. 
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You never get to leave work at work. You’re always thinking about it… Any time your 

phone works or you get a text, it could be somebody from work who needs your 

help and then you have to decide, ‘Can you afford to help them without screwing 

yourself over?’ You never get to stop thinking about it. And it’s a nightmare. 

 — Ilana, barista

The uncertainty created by unpredictable work hours can also prevent workers from scheduling 

needed medical care.9 One focus group participant described how last minute notice of her work hours 

prevented her from making doctor’s appointments, eventually forcing her to leave her job: 

That was really hard because I felt like I couldn’t schedule doctors’ appointments 

that far out… I had to schedule them the week of and usually they fill up really 

quickly if you’re on Medicaid… I was forced to quit my job, then I could see the eye 

doctor. But I couldn’t while I was working there.  

 — Jasmine, former barista

Research in white-collar workplaces has found connections between employee input over work times 

and health supporting behaviors. Employees who say they have the necessary flexibility to meet work, 

family, and personal responsibilities exercise more frequently and are 

more likely to self-identify their lifestyles as healthy.16  In another large 

white-collar workplace, a change in workplace policy to give employees 

more control over their workdays and times was associated with reduced 

smoking, and increased exercise and time for preparing healthy meals 

among participants.17 While more research is needed on the connections 

between precarious schedules and health behaviors among low-wage, 

part-time workers, unpredictable work hours may also interfere with 

these workers’ ability to support their own health.

Increased employee input and work flexibility is associated positively 

with a variety of health outcomes, including less anxiety, injury and 

heart disease, and increased levels of life satisfaction.18 Other research shows that among women 

who work in salaried jobs, those with greater control over their work schedules have better self-rated 

health, fewer signs of psychological distress and fewer work absences due to sickness than workers 

with less control.16 

For me, a lot of these things can be put under issues of autonomy… It can vary 

somewhat from job to job, but as a worker, you have a very little autonomy about 

your work. You’re not really deciding when you’re scheduled. Even if you have a set 

schedule… you’re not deciding what that set schedule is. 

 — Dylan, former fast food worker

While hourly workers often experience stress associated with under-employment and income 

insecurity, many hourly workers also face fatigue from overwork and inadequate rest. Almost 25% 

of the American workforce has rotating, on-call, irregular, or evening shifts.19 Of these workers with 

irregular shifts, two-thirds experience fatigue or difficulty sleeping.20 Many workers do not receive 

adequate rest between shifts, especially when asked to work “clopenings”—working a late night 

closing shift followed by an early morning opening shift the next day. Lack of sleep is correlated 

with increased accidents both on and off the job, cognitive-behavioral impairments, and lower 

Employees who say 
they have the necessary 
flexibility to meet work, 
family, and personal 
responsibilities exercise 
more frequently and 
are more likely to self-
identify their lifestyles 
as healthy.
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productivity.21 Forty million workers, more than 30% of the U.S. workforce, sleep fewer than six hours 

each night.22 Many hourly workers also hold more than one job and face elevated risks of fatigue. 

Workers experiencing sleep deprivation and fatigue have been shown to have decreased reaction 

time, psychomotor coordination, memory, and decision making skills.23 

To further explore the relationship between 
worker’s notice of their work hours and health 
outcomes, we analyzed responses to the 2014 
General Social Survey (GSS), a biannual, nationally 
representative survey. See Appendix for more 
information about our GSS analysis.

In 2014, the GSS asked respondents for the first 
time how much advance notice they received 
of their work hours. We restricted our analysis 
to hourly workers, and found that 44% of these 
respondents reported learning of their work 
schedules with one week or less of advance notice. 
Another 17% received their schedules with 1-2 
weeks of advance notice. 

We found that hourly workers who received one 
week or less notice of their schedules were more 

likely to report their health was poor or fair (rather 
than good or excellent) than workers with more 
advance notice. As shown in Figure 1, about 20% 
of those receiving one week or less of schedule 
notice reported poor or fair health, compared to 
about 12%–13% for people with more notice. 

Low-income hourly workers (making less than 
$30,000 a year) report worse mental health if  
they receive less advance notice of their schedules. 
As shown in Figure 2, 19% of low-income hourly 
workers who have one week or less of notice 
say they had frequent mental health problems* 
such as stress and depression in the last month, 
compared to 14% of those with one to two weeks’ 
notice, and 7% of workers with more than 2  
weeks’ notice.

Health and Notice of Schedule in the General Social Survey

Figure 1: Notice of schedule and self-rated health “Fair/Poor”  n=677 

Figure 2: Notice of schedule and percent with frequent mental health problems, n=323
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* Respondents are considered to have frequent mental health problems if they said their mental health was “not good” for 14 
or more days during the past month. See Appendix for more information.
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III. Unpredictable Work Hours Contribute to Low 
and Unstable Incomes Which Harm Health and 
Well-being
Precarious work hours exacerbate economic instability particularly 

for those working part-time. People who involuntarily work part-

time—who want to work at least 35 hours a week but work fewer 

because additional hours are unavailable—are far more likely to be 

in poverty than those who work full-time.24 Part-time workers, who 

are disproportionately women, incur an “earnings penalty,” making 

lower hourly wages than their full-time counterparts.25 A 2010 

Congressional study found that part-time sales workers, for example, 

earned an hourly wage of just 58% of people working full-time in the 

same industry.26 

Unstable hours, left to the discretion of managers, then intensify 

financial strain for hourly workers because unpredictable schedules 

mean unpredictable incomes, making it challenging to manage personal and household budgets.27,28,29 

Focus group participants, whose hours varied widely from week to week, reported anxiety about 

whether their incomes would meet their needs, noting that wage increases would do little to help if 

their work hours were limited.

There are days I can work a long day and they’ll only schedule me 4 hours as 

opposed to 8 hours. And so that’s getting kind of scary when it gets down to 

the wire, when I really don’t have any money and I don’t know if you’re going to 

schedule me for 15 hours this week or 4 hours. It’s just really hard to deal with.  

 — Holly, retail worker

I’m supposed to be working just… under full-time at my request, but my schedule 

can vary as widely as 8 hours one week and 38 the next… Even when you’re 

getting [paid] $15 [an hour]… oh yeah, sure, but if you’re getting 8 hours a week. 

What is that?  

 — Ilana, barista

Even after schedules are set, employees might experience a reduction of their hours, which reduces 

their anticipated income for the week. For example, they may be sent home at their manager’s 

discretion, told to go on break, or even not to clock in when they arrive at work, if business is slow.1 

[T]he real issue… was they would frequently send myself and others home so you 

would never know going into work whether you were gonna work… Sometimes 

people would come in and then [management would] delay them… like, ‘Oh, don’t 

clock in yet.”… [The managers] would send you on breaks for 30 minutes… you’d 

come back from break and they’d be like, ‘Take another half hour’, because it was 

dying down. 

 — Dylan, former fast food worker

Focus group participants, 
whose hours varied 
widely from week to 
week, reported anxiety 
about whether their 
incomes would meet 
their needs, noting that 
wage increases would do 
little to help if their work 
hours were limited.



Scheduling Away Our Health

10

Erratic work hours can also lead to unemployment: variable hours, limited advance notice of schedules 

and a lack of input into job schedules have all been associated with early job loss in a recent study of 

over 550 childcare subsidy recipients.30 People who work part-time involuntarily (i.e., those want to 

be working full-time) are much more likely than their voluntary counterparts to experience multiple 

months of unemployment. Low-wage and part-time workers who lose their jobs are also much less 

likely to receive unemployment insurance than their higher-wage, full-time counterparts.31  

In our focus group, participants also reported that their incomes were limited because managers hired 

new people rather than offering additional hours to existing employees:

Our manager keeps hiring people… There are so many of us that want to work 30-

40 hours a week… And then we get [almost] zero hours for 2 weeks because they 

have to train this person… [S]he just keeps hiring people and more and more of 

our hours get taken away. 

 — Holly, retail worker

They’ll hire a bunch of people and then the old people that have been there for a 

while, they don’t get their hours… They don’t even get a check. You’re doing this 

to people who have families… that have bills and have kids… have car payments, 

mortgage payments… I don’t think that’s fair at all. 

 — Taylar, fast food worker

No single factor is more important for healthy 
living than an adequate income and none more 
harmful to health than persistent poverty. 
Economic security is necessary for people to thrive, 
successfully manage stress, and prevent disease. 
Income impacts health in many ways. 

Less income means less access to healthy 
housing, food, education, and healthcare:  
A family’s income directly impacts their ability to 
meet their basic needs. Families living on low-
wages often have to choose between paying rent 
or utility bills and purchasing nutritious foods and 
necessary medicine. Low-wage workers have less 
access to health benefits for themselves and their 
families, and often pay out of pocket for care. For 
example, of the bottom 10% of earners in the US, 
only 23% have access to employee-based health 
insurance.32 Nationally, one-third of food insecure 
families had to skip meals or cut portions at some 
point during the year.33 And the longer one lives 
with low income, the more negative health impacts 
accumulate. Finally, laid-off workers are more likely 
than those continuously employed to have fair or 

poor health and more likely to develop a stress-
related condition, such as stroke, heart attack, 
heart disease, or arthritis.34 

Stress is associated with low income: Beyond 
lacking financial resources for basic needs, lower 
income is associated with increased chronic 
stress.35 The material circumstances of low-income 
neighborhoods such as overcrowded housing 
and policing can also lead to stress. Chronic 
stress results in the release of stress hormones 
that wear and tear on the body. Multiple studies 
have shown an association between work-related 
stress and income gradients and higher rates of 
cardiovascular disease.36

Increasing income improves health: Nationwide 
people with incomes above the federal poverty line 
typically live more than five years longer than those 
below. Lifting working families out of persistent 
poverty will reduce the number of pre-mature 
deaths nationally. Increasing income will contribute 
to decreasing rates of chronic diseases like high 
blood pressure, diabetes, and heart failure.

Income and Health
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Educational attainment—the number of years or 
level of schooling that a person completes—has 
a large and consistent association with positive 
health outcomes, even when controlling for 
other health determinants such as income and 
labor market factors.41,42 Educational attainment 
influences health via multiple pathways, including 
financial stability and job quality, social networks 
and access to resources, and a sense of personal 
control and agency. 

People with more education generally have longer 
lifespans and lower rates of chronic disease than 

people with less—a person with a college degree is 
likely to live about five years longer than someone 
who has not graduated from high school.43 For each 
four additional years of educational attainment, 
a person can expect a lower rate of diabetes and 
heart disease, and a lower likelihood of negative 
health behaviors like smoking.43 Educational 
attainment among parents is also predictive 
of their children’s health: children of college 
graduates are about six times less likely to report 
poor or fair health than the children of parents who 
have not finished high school.41 

Education and Health

Another way that unpredictable schedules contribute 

to low incomes is through inhibiting the ability of 

workers to access educational opportunities because 

of low-quality part-time jobs. Many voluntary part-time 

workers—6 million nationwide in May of 2016—choose 

to work part time because they are simultaneously 

attending school or receiving other training.37 Yet 

struggles with work schedules can make it very difficult 

for workers to pursue higher education, and low-wage 

workers in many sectors report that their workplaces 

offer them little to no opportunity for education or 

additional training that could advance their careers.38

Nationally, almost one-third of working post-secondary 

students aged 26-32 receive less than a week’s 

advance notice of their work hours, and young people 

cite conflicts between work and school as the number 

one reason for leaving college before obtaining a 

degree.39,40 Students who drop out of school say that the challenge of balancing work and school 

is a greater barrier than the cost of tuition, while working students report that their jobs limit the 

number of classes they take, their access to campus facilities, and the courses they choose.39,40 This 

reality creates a vicious cycle for young and low-wage workers who are unable to pursue educational 

opportunities that would bring them higher incomes and a greater degree of economic security. 

When I started the first week… training was [also] my first week of school and 

classes… [I]t was at the same exact time and it was definitely difficult to find a way 

to make it to my trainings and make that work, so it was like: School or job? 

 — Liz, server

In my job, school is not a thing that is respected… it’s seen as, ‘You’re not at work, what 

are you doing? Sitting on your butt’. No, I’m working my butt off outside of work too! 

 — Ally, barista

Nationally, almost one-third of 
working post-secondary students 
aged 26-32 receive less than a 
week’s advance notice of their 
work hours, and young people cite 
conflicts between work and school 
as the number one reason for 
leaving college before obtaining 
a degree. This reality creates a 
vicious cycle for young and low-
wage workers who are unable to 
pursue educational opportunities 
that would bring them higher 
incomes and a greater degree of 
economic security. 
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Finally, unpredictable work schedules intersect with other aspects of economic security, including 

access to health benefits and public subsidies, which pose risks to health and well-being. Many 

employer-sponsored benefits, such as health insurance or paid time off, and government benefits,  

like childcare assistance, unemployment insurance and Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 

(TANF) are tied to hours thresholds. An unanticipated drop in hours can mean that workers can lose 

eligibility or see their benefits reduced.44,45 This loss of benefits can then coincide with a loss of 

income due to reduced work hours, amplifying financial insecurity rather than providing a buffer  

when people need it most. 
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IV. Unpredictable Work Hours Contribute to 
Work-Family Conflict and Childcare Issues, Which 
Negatively Affect Parent and Child Well-being 
Evidence from the United States, Canada, and Europe has found 

that variable schedules determined by employers are associated 

with greater conflicts between work and family and social 

commitments.46  Another 6 million voluntary part-time workers 

work part time due to family or personal obligations, including one 

million because of child care problems.37 And employees with the 

lowest incomes are the least likely to have the kind of workplace 

flexibility and control over their work hours that makes it feasible 

to get involved in their children’s education or provide care when a 

family member is sick.47  

A study of hotel employees found that precarious schedules 

characterized by irregular hours and lack of control was related to increased conflict between work 

and family lives. Similarly, a study with low- and middle-income parents working in the extended-

care industry found that low schedule control (little to no choice regarding the hours they worked), 

meant that parents were more likely to report that they did not have enough time to spend with 

their children and/or partner.48 When workers struggle to combine work and caring for their families, 

their own health can suffer as well: among people working in the extended care industry, those with 

supervisors who are not supportive of work-family needs are more likely to have risk factors for heart 

disease, and to report bodily pain.49,50 

Unpredictable schedules can cause significant challenges for parents, leading them to choose less-

than-ideal childcare options. 51,52,53  For example, a study of mothers with retail jobs in Chicago—

who had limited advance notice of their schedules and frequent schedule changes—had difficulty 

planning for child care and finding time for other family activities, such as meals and volunteering at 

their children’s schools.54 In another study, restaurant employees 

required to stay later than scheduled had to pay late fines to 

childcare providers. Income volatility also left some of these 

employees without enough money to secure any child care at all.55

The inflexible and irregular schedules faced by low-income 

parents can prevent them from using formal childcare centers, 

even when provided with access to childcare subsidies.56,57 A 

recent, multi-year survey of childcare subsidy recipients in Indiana 

and New York found that parents who worked unexpected 

hours (meaning they had to go to work unexpectedly or stay 

later than expected) and/or had no input into their work schedules were more likely to exit childcare 

subsidy programs after being enrolled.30 In this same study, participants reported in interviews that 

variable and unpredictable work schedules were a substantial barrier to finding childcare and meeting 

subsidy requirements.30 However working people just with nonstandard schedules (such as night 

and weekend shifts) did not leave the subsidy program at a faster rate, leading researchers to believe 

A study of retail employees 
in the U.S. found that 
short advance notice of 
schedules interfered with 
their personal needs and 
family responsibilities, 
causing strain. However, 
employee input into their 
schedules helped mediate 
these conflicts.

Among people working in 
the extended care industry, 
those with supervisors who 
are not supportive of work-
family needs are more 
likely to have risk factors 
for heart disease, and to 
report bodily pain.
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that losing subsidies was more related to “inconsistency in job hours and 

schedules, …[leading] to fluctuations in reported income and a mismatch 

between approved work and child care schedules.”30 

Also a big thing at my job is they don’t let people off when they’re 

scheduled off. So it’s busy, you may stay 2-3-4 hours passed your 

shift… And that’s kind of hard with child care also, ‘Hey, I’m gonna 

be 3 or 4 extra hours.’  

 — Crystal, fast food worker

Especially if they’re switching your shifts up on you, it’s really hard 

for trying to get childcare… Or then scheduling you late when 

you told them you can’t work late and that kind of thing… [My 

manager would] ask me to work a certain day, and I’d call my aunt 

and ask her if she could watch the kids and she would tell me ‘no.’ A week that I’m 

not scheduled that many hours, they’d call me in for an extra shift… and I couldn’t 

come in to work because [I have] nobody to take care of the kids. 

 — Crystal, fast food worker

Unsurprisingly, gaps in childcare subsidies, discussed above, are associated with more frequent 

switching of childcare providers.2 Childcare instability in turn affects children’s well-being, cognitive 

and behavioral outcomes and language development, especially for children in low-income families.3 

Young children of mothers working in nonstandard hours score lower on cognitive tests and have more 

behavioral problems, possibly because of their schedules prevent them from accessing high-quality 

childcare.58,59  Childcare burdens associated with precarious low-wage work can cause parental stress 

that can lead to parent-child conflict. A study of low-income working mothers found that frequent 

changes in childcare providers, along with increases in childcare costs, were likely to increase hostility 

towards their children, and consequently, to result in mental health issues among children.60

In one study, 
participants 
reported that 
variable and 
unpredictable 
work schedules 
were a substantial 
barrier to finding 
childcare and 
meeting subsidy 
requirements.
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V. Conclusion & Recommendations
Our findings indicate that unpredictable work schedules directly 

and indirectly contribute to a host of health and well-being 

impacts. Research cited throughout this report indicates that 

unpredictable schedules are associated with stress, depression, 

anxiety, disrupted sleep, food insecurity, and numerous physical 

health problems, including high blood pressure. Our analysis 

of the General Social Survey finds that greater numbers of 

workers with less advance of their hours notice report their 

health as being poor or fair when compared to workers with 

more advance notice. Furthermore, low-income hourly workers 

report worse mental health if they receive less advance notice 

of their schedules.    

The indirect effects on health are also important to note. 

Workers with unpredictable schedules are more likely to 

experience low and unstable incomes and are also unable to 

access educational opportunities that could lead to increased 

earnings and economic security. The research connecting low 

incomes to health is unequivocal: No single factor is more 

important for health than an adequate income and none more 

harmful to health than persistent poverty. Economic security is 

necessary for people to thrive, successfully manage stress, and 

prevent disease. Finally, unpredictable schedules also contribute 

to work-family conflict and childcare instability, which affects 

children’s well-being, cognitive and behavioral outcomes and 

language development.  

Currently many workers find themselves at the discretion of their managers. Those lucky enough 

to have supportive managers may have steady and predictable schedules, but these conditions are 

subject to change with turnover. Yet their experience also shows that scheduling stability is possible 

when necessary:

The first manager I had… we got [our schedule] two weeks out at least. He was 

really nice. Then he was replaced by [another person] who, on average, [gave us 

the schedule] 3 days before the workday started… [When] I left, it was sometimes 

the night before. But before she would go on vacation, she would schedule 4 

weeks out so I knew it was possible. 

 — Jasmine, former barista

Policy solutions that deliver more stability and predictability for workers would go a long way towards 

addressing these myriad impacts. In light of our report findings that unpredictable work schedules 

directly and indirectly contribute to a host of health and well-being impacts, we recommend Seattle 

policymakers and employers take immediate steps to ensure a fair workweek. Specifically, Seattle’s 

hourly employees should be given: 

Research cited throughout 
this report indicates that 
unpredictable schedules 
are associated with stress, 
depression, anxiety, disrupted 
sleep, food insecurity, and 
numerous physical health 
problems, including high 
blood pressure.

Our analysis of the General 
Social Survey finds that 
greater numbers of workers 
with less advance of their 
hours notice report their 
health as being poor or fair 
when compared to workers 
with more advance notice. 
Furthermore, low-income 
hourly workers report  
worse mental health if they 
receive less advance notice 
of their schedules.
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■■  Predictable schedules, stable hours, and reliable paychecks that enable them to plan ahead to 

meet responsibilities on and off the job. 

■■  Two to three-weeks’ advance notice of schedules and the choice to decline any unscheduled 

hours that conflict with other obligations. 

■■  The ability to set reasonable limitations on their schedules, including the right to request 

scheduling accommodations and mutual consent to changes in the schedule. 

■■ Predictability pay for changes to schedules and reporting pay for shortened and on-call shifts.

■■  The right to rest for at least 11 hours between shifts (in practice, this would do away with 

“clopenings” which require employees to close late at night and open early the next morning).

■■  Family-sustaining wages and hours, including pay parity between part-time and full-time 

employees, access to additional hours, and the opportunity to become full-time if they choose. 

Human Impact Partners and The Center for 
Popular Democracy collaborated on this research 
project to understand how unpredictable and 
unstable work schedules affect health and well-
being of workers. Our goal was to use a mixed-
methods approach to illuminate these health 
impacts and their disproportionate effects among 
low-wage workers.

For this report, we employed the following 
methods:

1)  Extensive literature review of scientific studies, 
government data, and policy reports.

2)    Key informant interviews with academic 
researchers. 

3)   One in-person focus group with people working 
in hourly jobs in the Seattle region. 

4)   Descriptive analysis of work and health-related 
variables in the 2014 General Social Survey.

See Appendix for more information on focus group 
and GSS survey methods. 

Note: Given that the General Social Survey 
provides cross-sectional data from one point in 
time, our analysis is only assessing associations 
between variables of interest. Furthermore, it 
does not control for other variables that could be 
affecting health outcomes assessed. 

Human Impact Partners is a national non-profit 
organization whose mission is to transform the 
policies and places people need to live healthy 
lives by increasing the consideration of health and 
equity in decision making. 

The Center for Popular Democracy works to create 
equity, opportunity and a dynamic democracy 
in partnership with high-impact base-building 
organizations, organizing alliances, and progressive 
unions. 

For more information, visit www.humanimpact.org 
and www.populardemocracy.org. 

To learn more about this project, contact  
Logan Harris, 510-452-9442 ext. 106,  
logan@humanimpact.org or Elianne Farhat,  
612-250-8087, efarhat@populardemocracy.org.  

About this Report
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Appendix: Description of Research Methods 

Focus Group 
Human Impact Partners (HIP) conducted one focus group with 11 people in the Seattle area who 

were currently working or who had recently worked in jobs where they were paid by the hour and 

experienced challenges with erratic and unpredictable schedules. The focus group was held on  

Thursday April 28, 2016 in the office of Working Washington in downtown Seattle. Staff at Working 

Washington conducted recruitment for the focus group, and each participant received a $20 grocery 

store gift card in exchange for participation. Dinner and beverages were also provided. 

One HIP staff person facilitated the focus group while a second HIP staff person took notes. 

Participants provided verbal consent to participate after receiving a detailed description of what would 

occur, that the discussion would be recorded, and how the results would be used in this report. All 

participants also gave written permission via a sign-in sheet to use their first names. One and a half 

hours were allotted for discussion, using a focus group guide designed to facilitate discussion about 

working conditions related to hours and schedules, and how participants are impacted by precarious 

and unpredictable schedules. 

General Social Survey Analysis 
The General Social Survey is conducted biannually by the independent research organization NORC at 

the University of Chicago, and is a nationally representative sample designed to gather information on 

American society.61

In 2014, the GSS for the first time asked respondents who worked “How far in advance do you 

usually know what days and hours you will need to work?” Possible responses were: One week 

or less; between 1 and 2 weeks; between 2 and 3 weeks; and 4 weeks or more. Based on a 

conversation with a subject matter expert who helped develop the survey question, we learned that 

these categories roughly corresponded to days as: 7 days or less; 8–14 days; 15–27 days; and 28 

days or more respectively. Very few respondents (about 6% of 1229 responses) reported receiving 

between 2 and 3 weeks notice, and so our analysis collapsed these responses into 3 categories as 

shown in the report: One week or less; between 1 and 2 weeks; and more than 2 weeks.  

In our analysis of self reported health we used the survey question “Would you say that in general 

your health is Excellent, Very good, Good, Fair, or Poor?” Self-reported health is one of the measures 

used by the Centers for Disease Control to measure health-related quality of life.62 In our analysis of 

mental health we used the survey question “Now thinking about your mental health, which includes 

stress, depression, and problems with emotions, for how many days during the past 30 days was 

your mental health not good?” We used 14 days as the cutoff for “Frequent Mental Health Problems” 

based on the Centers for Disease Control’s official definition: “This 14-day minimum period was 

selected because a similar period is often used by clinicians and clinical researchers as a marker for 

clinical depression and anxiety disorders, and a longer duration of reported symptoms is associated 

with a higher level of activity limitation.”63 
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These analyses are limited in that we did not control for other factors that could impact self reported 

health and mental health. Another limitation is that because the GSS is a cross-sectional survey 

gathering data at one point in time, we are only able to report associations between advance notice of 

work schedules and these health measures.
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