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Workplace Justice

MARYLAND’S WORKING
FAMILIES NEED FAIR WORK
SCHEDULES
Low wages make it hard for workers to support themselves and
their families, but wages are not the only problem that workers
in low-wage jobs face. Low-wage jobs are often marked by
work scheduling policies and practices that pose particular
challenges for workers with significant responsibilities outside
of work, including caregiving, pursuing education and
workforce training, or holding down a second job.1 And many
offer only part-time work, despite many workers’ need for fulltime hours.
Women are disproportionately affected by this problem,
because women both hold the majority of low-wage jobs2 and
shoulder the majority of caregiving responsibilities.3 Nearly 64
percent of women in Maryland over the age of 16 are in the
labor force.4 And especially for the 236,000 women in Maryland
working in low-wage jobs,5 difficult scheduling practices all too
often undermine their best efforts to provide for their families.

A Snapshot of Maryland’s Low-Wage Workforce
• W
 omen make up 69.1 percent of the 341,500 workers in
Maryland’s low-wage workforce,6 where difficult
scheduling practices are most common.
• M
 ore than 25 percent of households in Maryland are
headed by single mothers.7 In these families, there will
often be no other parent with whom to share
caregiving responsibilities.
• O
 ver 25 percent of female-headed families in Maryland
are living in poverty.8
• A
 working woman in Maryland is 2.3 times more likely to
have a low-wage job than a working man.9
This fact sheet outlines four of the most common scheduling
challenges faced by workers in low-wage jobs and their impact
on workers and their families.

Common Scheduling Challenges
Lack of Control over Work Schedules
Many workers in low-wage jobs have few opportunities for
meaningful input into the timing of the hours that they work,
and are unable to make even minor adjustments to their work
schedules without suffering a penalty.10 In a 2008 survey, about
half of low-wage workers reported having little or no control
over the timing of their work hours, and other surveys have
similar findings.11 Early-career employees of color in hourly jobs
report less control over their work hours than do their white
counterparts.12 And more than a third of parents believe they’ve
been “passed over” for a promotion, raise, or a new job due to a
need for a flexible work schedule.13

Unpredictable Work Schedules
Some employers adopt “just-in-time scheduling,” which bases
workers’ schedules on perceived consumer demand and often
results in workers being given very little advance notice of their
work schedules.14 Scheduling software is frequently used to
schedule workers at the last minute, matching the number of
workers as closely as possible to retail traffic or other indicators
of consumer demand.15
• A
 ccording to research analyzing the work schedules of a
representative sample of early-career adults (26-32 years
old), over a third (38 percent) of early career employees know
their work schedule one week or less in advance.16 Such short
notice is significantly more common among hourly workers
(41 percent) than others (33 percent), and among part-time
(48 percent) than full-time workers (35 percent).17 African
American and Hispanic workers are more likely than white
workers to receive no more than a week’s notice.18
• A
 dditional studies find that workers in retail, restaurant, and
hospitality jobs commonly receive just a few days’ notice of a
scheduled shift.19
• S
 ometimes notice is even shorter: an employee scheduled for
a “call-in” or “on-call” shift must be available to work, but will
find out just hours before the shift whether she must actually
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report to work.20 Workers generally are not paid for being
on call,21 but if they are unavailable when directed to report
for work, they may be penalized.22
• L
 ast-minute changes to scheduled shifts are also common
in some jobs,23 and shift length can be highly unpredictable
as well; on a busy day, an employee may be told to extend
her shift24—and if business is slow, she might be sent home
soon after she arrives, with transportation and child care
costs amounting to more than that day’s pay.25

Unstable Work Schedules
Many workers in low-wage jobs experience unstable
schedules with hours that vary from week to week or month
to month, or periodic reductions in work hours when work is
slow.
• A
 mong early-career adults, nearly three-quarters of those in
hourly jobs report at least some fluctuations in the number
of hours they worked in the previous month, with hours
fluctuating, on average, by 50 percent of their usual work
hours.26 Among retail and food service workers, close to
nine in ten report variable hours.27
• In a Retail Action Project survey of workers in New York
City’s retail industry, only 17 percent of all workers surveyed
—and just 10 percent of those who worked part-time—had a
set schedule.28
• In another survey, between 20 and 30 percent of low-wage
workers reported a reduction in hours or a layoff when
work was slow.29

Involuntary Part-Time Work
Workers who want full-time work but are only offered parttime hours—often described as the “underemployed”—
struggle to support their families with fewer hours and less
pay.
• P
 art-time workers are more than three times as likely as
full-time workers to hold low-wage jobs that typically pay
$10.50 per hour or less, and nearly three-quarters of parttime workers in these low-wage jobs are women.30
• O
 ne in five part-time employees (7.2 million people) work
part time involuntarily and would prefer to find full-time
work.31 Women who work part time involuntarily are more
than twice as likely to be poor as women who work part
time for other reasons, and five times as likely to be poor as
women who work full time.32
• A
 mong workers who work part time voluntarily, 25.5
percent report working part time because of child care
problems or other family or personal obligations—especially

 omen.33 While some of these workers may prefer to work
w
part time, for others the “choice” of part-time work is forced
by high child care costs, low wages, or inflexible and
unpredictable work schedules.34

Maryland’s Fair Scheduling, Wages, & Benefits Act
In February 2016, legislators in Maryland introduced the
Fair Scheduling, Wages, and Benefits Act (HB 1175/
SB 0664), which requires:
• Advance notice of schedules. Upon hiring a new
employee, an employer must provide the employee
with an estimate of the number of hours, days, and
times she will be scheduled to work each week, as well
as a schedule for her first three weeks of work. For all
employees, the employer must provide work schedules
three weeks in advance.
• Compensation for certain schedule changes.
Employers must notify employees of any changes to
their work schedules.
o If a schedule change involves additional hours, the
employer must obtain the employee’s written
consent, unless the change was made at the
employee’s request or is the result of a mutually
agreed upon shift trade among employees.
o If a schedule change involves a change to the length
or start/end time of a shift, or cancels a shift, the
employer must pay the employee for one hour at her
usual wage rate (“predictability pay”), unless the
change was made at the employee’s request or is the
result of a mutually agreed upon shift trade among
employees.
o If an employee is notified 24 hours or less before a
shift that the shift has been canceled or shortened, or
the shift is canceled or shortened after the employee
reports to work, the employer must pay the employee
for four hours of work at her usual wage rate (or for
the hours originally scheduled in the shift, if fewer
than four).
• Opportunities and protections for part-time workers.
Employers must offer current, qualified employees
available hours before hiring new employees or
subcontractors, and they may not pay employees less
per hour based solely on the fact that they are parttime, or deny employees promotion opportunities or
benefits based on their part-time status.
The District of Columbia35 and ten states36 also
introduced bills to curb difficult scheduling practices in
2015, and additional activity is expected in 2016.

11 Dupont Circle, NW, #800, Washington, DC 20036 P: (202) 588 5180 www.nwlc.org

NWLC REPORT | PAGE 2

The Fallout from Difficult Work Schedules
Impact on caregiving responsibilities. Workers in low-wage
jobs often face extreme demands at home and work. These
workers are more likely to be single parents,37 more likely to
have children with special needs,38 and more likely to care for
elderly or sick relatives39 than higher-wage workers. They also
have higher rates of illness themselves.40 At the same time,
they have fewer resources to pay for child and elder care than
other workers, and they are far less likely to have paid sick
and vacation days, or job-protected leave under the Family
and Medical Leave Act.41 For those workers in low-wage jobs
who have little to no control over their work schedules, being
able to plan for or respond to the exigencies of daily life—for
example, ending a shift on time to pick up a child from school
or scheduling an afternoon off to take an elderly parent to a
doctor’s appointment—is simply not an option.
Impact on child care. Low-wage workers’ ability to access
quality, affordable, and stable child care is often compromised
by challenging work schedules.42 With work schedules and
incomes that fluctuate from week to week, many workers
have no choice but to cobble together child care at the last
minute.43 Because many centers require care givers to pay a
weekly or monthly fee, regardless of how often the child
attends, holding a spot in a child care center is often infeasible
for workers who do not know when, or even if, they will work
that week. Further, workers with unstable schedules may not
qualify for child care subsidies due to fluctuations in income
and work hours.44 Relying on family, friends, and neighbors to
provide child care—as many workers in low-wage jobs must
do—is complicated by the fact that their child care providers
may also be balancing an unpredictable part-time work
schedule at their own jobs with providing child care. When
workers are unable to find child care or child care falls
through, sometimes workers must miss work and lose pay. In
one study, 40 to 60 percent of workers who reported missing
work due to child care problems also reported losing pay or
benefits, or being penalized in some way.45
Impact on children. Studies have linked parents’ nonstandard
work to children’s behavior problems,46 with larger effects
often observed in families in which the parents work in lowerwage jobs.47 Children’s cognitive development may also be
affected: for example, parents’ employment in nonstandard
schedules early in their children’s lives is associated with lower
expressive language ability in early childhood,48 and longer
periods of nonstandard work are linked to lower reading and
math performance in middle childhood and adolescence.49
These associations may be due to the increased stress that
challenging work schedules impose on parents, straining their
relationships with their children50 (and with one another51).

In addition, parents with nonstandard schedules may not be
available for their children when they would like to be, such
as for family meals, homework help, and other routines. Older
children in these families may have more unsupervised time
than their peers whose parents work standard schedules—as
well more non-school demands, such as caring for younger
siblings in their parents’ absence.52 While studies specifically
examining fluctuating schedules are limited, researchers
suggest that the extent to which workers can choose their
schedules may influence outcomes for their children, with
more positive outcomes linked to parents with more control
over their work hours and the degree to which they vary.53
Impact on education and workforce training. Challenging
work schedules can make it nearly impossible to pursue
further education or training while holding down a job. One of
the most commonly cited challenges to completing a college
degree is the inability to balance work and school.54 In a set
of focus groups of students enrolled in community colleges,
students identified employers’ lack of flexibility with work
schedules as a major barrier to pursuing their education.55
Impact on transportation. Just-in-time scheduling often
complicates transportation for low-wage workers, who may
be relying on friends or family to provide a ride to and from
work, or public transportation that may run infrequently or
erratically.56 Workers may spend hours and precious resources
commuting to and from work, to work a shift lasting only a
few hours, or to be sent home unexpectedly when work is
slow.57
Impact on family economic security. Unpredictable and
unstable work schedules yield unpredictable and unstable
income, making it difficult for families to budget and to pay
the bills. An unexpected reduction in hours can mean not only
a loss of pay, but also the loss of employer or government
benefits that are tied to work hours, including paid and
unpaid time off, health insurance, unemployment insurance,
public assistance, and work supports.58 Part-time workers
tend to be paid significantly less per hour than their full-time
counterparts and are less likely to have health care or
retirement benefits.59 Involuntary part-time workers are more
likely to experience significant spells of unemployment than
voluntary part-time or full-time workers.60 And spells of
unemployment can have disastrous financial consequences
for low-income families. In fact, low-wage workers are 2.5
times more likely to be out of work than other workers, but
only half as likely to receive unemployment insurance.61
Workers’ inability to pursue or complete education and
workforce training programs as a result of work schedule
conflict also makes it much more difficult for them to move
up into higher-paying jobs.62
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Conclusion
The fallout from low-wage jobs characterized by
unpredictability, instability, workers having little say in their
work schedules, and involuntary part-time work is
considerable. These challenging work schedules have a
cascade of negative consequences for both workers in
low-wage jobs and their children.

leads to less negative spillover from work to their non-work
lives.63 Employees with flexible workplaces are less stressed
and have better physical and mental well-being.64 Less
negative spillover from work also leads to greater
productivity and job retention:  low-wage workers with
flexibility are 30 percent less likely than other workers to
intend to leave their positions within two years.65

In contrast, fairer work schedules benefit employees and
employers alike. Low-wage workers report that more job
autonomy and involvement in management decision-making

For all of these reasons, worker protections to curb difficult
scheduling practices are crucial to giving workers and their
families a fair shot at achieving economic security.
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