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To:    Senator Connie M. Leyva, California Senate District 20 

From:  Susan Lambert, Associate Professor, University of Chicago 

Re:   The Reliable Scheduling Act of 2016, S.B. 878 

Date: April 12, 2016 

 

The proposed Reliable Scheduling Act (S.B. 878) incorporates the requirement that covered 

employers provide employees with a 21-day schedule at least 7 calendar days prior to the first 

shift of that work schedule.  In considering regulations pertaining to advance notice, it seems 

important to identify a length of advance notice that both delivers meaningful predictability to 

workers and is feasible for employers to implement.  Below, I summarize empirical evidence 

suggesting that two weeks advance notice – posting one weekly schedule two weeks in 

advance of the workweek – balances these goals. I also discuss what are likely to be some of 

the challenges of the 21-day schedule provision for both employers and employees. I do not 

claim that the evidence I report is iron-clad, and I am sure that the 21-day approach has many 

virtues. I offer this assessment as a researcher who has spent over twenty years studying 

employer practices in industries ranging from retail to manufacturing with the goal of identifying 

feasible strategies for improving the quality of low-paid hourly jobs.  

 

The issue of feasibility  

 

1. In a randomized experiment, store managers could consistently post schedules two weeks 

in advance but had difficulty providing greater advance notice. 
 

As part of a randomized experiment myself and colleague Julia Henly conducted in a national 

women’s apparel retail firm, stores in the northeast (n=55) and Chicago (n=19) were randomly 

assigned to either (1) their usual practice of posting one weekly schedule a few days before the 

upcoming workweek (control stores) or (2) posting a full month of schedules (4 schedules) 7-10 

days before the start of the month (intervention stores).  We found: 

 Managers could post schedules further in advance. Managers in the intervention stores 

provided greater advance notice than managers in control stores.  

 Managers in the intervention stores consistently posted two weekly schedules at the 

start of the month, but posting three or four was rarer. Managers posted additional 

weekly schedules later in the month, delivering an average of 10-14 days advance notice 

throughout the six month intervention period.  

 Managers cited both business reasons (not getting accurate forecasts in a timely fashion) 

and employee factors (not submitting requests for time off by the beginning of the month) 

as barriers to posting four schedules at a time. 

    

2.  Because firms’ operations and logistics often follow a monthly calendar, managers in a 

variety of industries are likely to find it hard to implement the proposed 21-day approach 

to scheduling (i.e., three weekly schedules posted one week in advance).   
 

Logistics in many industries follow a monthly pattern; that is, managers receive forecasting 

information for the month and receive monthly operations calendars.  Within two months, a 21-

day approach that starts at the beginning of the first month will not align with a monthly 

operations calendar, e.g., the second 21-day schedule will occur half way through the second 
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month, covering week 4 of the current month and weeks 1 and 2 of the next month. Moreover, 

the lack of routine is likely to be confusing for managers (and workers) who may not remember 

whether this is week 2 or 3 of the 21-day schedule.   

 

3. Posting one weekly schedule each week aligns with what many managers already do; 

they just need to post the weekly schedule for a different week.  Posting a weekly schedule 

two weeks out requires that managers have basic operational schedules or forecasts (formal or 

informal) two weeks in advance instead of three weeks, as would be the case with the 21-day 

proposal.  And under the two-weeks advance notice approach, when forecasted information is 

needed would be consistent from month to month whereas with the 21-day approach, the timing 

of necessary information on staffing needs would vary from month to month.  

 

Meaningful to workers   
 

1. Advance notice of more than one week can reduce work-to-family conflict, work-to-life 

interferences, and worker stress.   

 

The goal of posting schedules in advance is to improve the ability of workers to anticipate when 

they will work so that they can plan their nonwork time and fulfill caregiving responsibilities 

more effectively. But how far does a schedule need to be posted in advance to deliver 

meaningful predictability to workers?  Evidence from research on the relationship between 

advance notice and hourly retail workers’ well-being suggests that compared to one week or less 

advance notice, more than one week notice can reduce work-to-family conflict, work-to-life 

interferences, and worker stress (Henly and Lambert 2014).  Given that one week or less 

advance notice is wide spread in the labor market, with 40% of hourly workers in their 20s, 30s, 

40s, 50s and 60s reporting that they know when they will need to work a week or less in advance 

(2014 General Social Survey), two weeks advance notice should meaningfully improve 

predictability for a substantial proportion of hourly workers.  This is especially true in some of 

the lowest-paid occupations, such as food service (64%), retail (50%), and home care (55%).  

(Lambert, Fugiel, & Henly 2014).  

 

2.  Posting one schedule two weeks in advance will deliver consistent predictability to 

workers: every week delivers two weeks’ notice.  Like the proposed 21-day approach, our 

prior randomized experiment did not deliver consistent predictability to workers.  In that study, 

posting 4 schedules 7-10 days before the month meant that workers only had about one week’s 

advance notice for the first week and 14 days advance notice for the second week; 21 days 

advance notice only occurred for the third week of the month. Surveys of workers in the 

experiment indicate that this inconsistency interfered with their ability to anticipate the days 

and times they would work. The 21-day approach would be similar in that only in the third 

week of the 21-day schedule would workers benefit from 21 days advance notice; in the first 

week, they would only have a week of notice. Consistency is a source of predictability.  
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3. With the two-weeks advance notice approach, work schedules can align with firm’s 

payroll systems and workers’ pay-checks.  Many companies are on weekly or biweekly 

payroll cycles, especially for nonexempt staff.  Receiving one weekly schedule for two weeks in 

the future should improve the ability of workers to anticipate their take-home pay. 

 

4.  Firms that are voluntarily moving toward greater advance notice are adopting two 

weeks advance notice.   
For example, In October 2015, the Gap, Inc. instituted a policy of posting schedules two weeks 

in advance.  Each week, managers throughout its brand post one weekly schedule for two weeks 

in the future.  

 

Managers’ views of posting schedules further in advance 

 

Below are some of the themes that emerged from interviews we conducted with managers who 

participated in the scheduling experiment that I refer to above.  Statements in quotation marks 

are direct quotes from managers responsible for scheduling their store.  

 

1. Posting further in advance got easier over time.  

 

"I just think the employees need to be made aware that this is what is going to happen and that 

they need to put requests in in advance.  Communication between management and employees is 

key. My employees did not have an issue getting requests in earlier, and actually liked getting 

their schedules in advance.” 

 

“At first I was a little hesitant but once I got into it, I thought it was a little better actually. It was 

easier to just have it done.  I got used to it as the study went on.” 

 

2.  Posting further in advance made some managers’ jobs easier.   

 

"Everyone likes it so that makes it easy to do."  

 

"I've actually gotten to the point of looking forward to posting the schedules... It used to be a lot 

of work, but now that I am in a groove, it is a lot easier and my staff is a lot happier. People 

know that I will be doing the schedules for the next month so they give me their days off ahead 

of time." 

 

"I enjoyed it; it opened my eyes to making scheduling easier for me. It made me feel better about 

my time management...” 

 

“I make so little changes now to the schedule than I used to.” 

 

"I like to plan ahead, for me it’s very effective and my associates and managers like it as well. 

It’s more effective for business and everyone has the opportunity to see what’s coming up.” 
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3.  Some managers reported downsides to posting further in advance.  

 

 “We were doing a disservice to ourselves because I would spend a lot of time making them and 

would have to change them anyways.” 

 

"Because people's lives change and you have to adjust.  Personally I think 2 weeks in a row is 

enough.” 

 

 “[Associates] can see that they’ll get very few hours for the whole month.” 

 

4.  Even though managers in the experiment held a range of opinions, the majority 

reported a favorable view of posting further in advance.  Only 3 out of 49 managers with 

whom we conducted follow-up interviews said they would like to return to the old practice of 

posting one schedule a few days before the workweek.  

 

Conclusion 

Across industries, managers need enough labor flexibility to align workers’ schedules with 

variations in consumer demand and changing operational realities, while workers need enough 

predictability to coordinate their work with other personal responsibilities. Two weeks advance 

notice seems to strike a good balance between these goals. Two weeks advance notice is likely to 

align with current logistical and operational systems so that managers can take full advantage of 

company information when developing each weekly schedule.  And posting just one weekly 

schedule at a time allows managers to regularly adjust staffing levels as business needs change.  

Two weeks advance notice would provide workers with consistent predictability, in turn 

facilitating their ability to work an additional job, take care of loved ones, do well in school, and 

plan household finances.   

 


