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INTRODUCTION 
The 8-hour workday has been a staple of 
American employment since the beginning of the 
20th Century. It divides the day into convenient, 
conventional thirds: periods of work, rest and 
“other.” This shift arrangement was once de 
facto for first responder scheduling as well, 
according to Dale Stockton, a retired captain with 
the Carlsbad (CA) Police Department, who began 
work there in 1974. “Eights were all there was 
for the most part in the early- to mid-1970s,” he 
says—five days on, eight hours each shift. 

Late in that decade and into the 1980s began 
a trend toward the 10-hour shift, according to 
Stockton. While 8-hour shifts cover the 24-hour 
period seamlessly, 10s allow for overlap during 
peak hours. This trend toward longer shifts, with 
more non-workdays in the week, would continue. 
Increasingly law enforcement officers work 12-
hour shifts, with three or four workdays weekly. 
But shift schedules vary widely, depending on 
response and staffing needs. 

The question: Which shift arrangement is 
best? There are several considerations. 
Put simply, agencies want satisfied staff, 
enjoying a healthy work-life balance, as well 
as ample response resources at the ready. To 
achieve either goal requires good rest. This 
is especially critical in the high-stakes world 
of law enforcement, where fatigue, according 
to Professor Lois James at Washington State 
University, is “often a culprit, if not the culprit, 
in disastrous law enforcement outcomes.” 

Let’s examine what we know about 8s, 10s, and 
12s, and how these shift arrangements might 
affect response. 
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EARLY STUDIES
Multiple studies and pilot programs on the 
topic of extended shifts in public safety—those 
beyond eight hours—have been conducted 
over the past four decades. Probably the 
most comprehensive was commissioned by 
the National Police Foundation and explored 
historic research on “compressed workweek 
schedules”—four 10-hour shifts per week or 
three 12-hour shifts. Their findings noted how 
most of the prior research “fell short due to less 
than rigorous scientific designs, methodological 
issues, and measurement problems.”¹ Many 
studies were not only based on anecdotal data, 
but data that was compiled from individual law 
enforcement agencies themselves.  

Those factors, coupled with the proliferation 
of extended shift schedules throughout many 
organizations, led the National Police Foundation 
researchers to conclude that many law 
enforcement executives made swift decisions 
about extended shift use and feasibility without 
solid evidence or comprehensive analysis about 
both the advantages and disadvantages.¹

Multiple factors should be assessed when 
considering shift duration, some of which have 
been addressed in older studies. A review 
of historic research reveals two common 
themes. First, studies conducted as early as the 
1970s illustrated some level of increased job 
satisfaction associated with extended shifts, 
presumably because it provides more time 
off for rest and leisure. Simply put, most law 
enforcement officers prefer longer shifts (so 
long as they provide extended leave periods). 
Second, earlier studies also report higher levels 
of fatigue associated with longer shifts. 

Other benefits from 10- and 12-hour shifts 
outlined in historic research include:¹

 ꞏ Increased coverage during peak hours of 
activity

 ꞏ Improved teamwork and morale

 ꞏ Increased performance

 ꞏ Reduced response time and reductions in 
crime

 ꞏ Reduced costs for officers and agencies

 ꞏ Increased in-service training periods

 ꞏ Increased amounts of time off for personal 
pursuits/family activities

 ꞏ Reductions in accidents and complaints 
against officers

A 1973 study of over 100 California police 
agencies noted drawbacks related to unity 
of command, as well as increased costs and 
lacking personnel and equipment in agencies 
where 10-hour shifts were standard. A similar 
Canadian study conducted in 1990 noted 
concerns with reduced staff communication, 
increased citizen complaints, higher costs, lack 
of investigative continuity and a reduction in 
employees identifying with the police profession 
due to increased time away from the job.¹

http://www.lexipol.com
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CONTEMPORARY STUDIES
During both 2005 and 2009, the National Police 
Foundation conducted preliminary research on 
the topic of compressed work schedules among 
300 randomly selected local police agencies 
with 50 or more sworn members. During both 
studies, 10-hour shifts were reported as the most 
prevalent among larger agencies, while smaller 
agencies largely adopted 8-hour shifts due to 
staffing constraints.² The Police Foundation’s 
research also noted that many agencies migrated 
toward various shift alternatives beyond traditional 
8-hour periods, indicating great preference 
among personnel for 10-hour shifts. Researchers 
observed the use of differing compressed 
schedules (9, 11 or 13 hours) and concluded 
many agencies attempted to balance operational 
needs with the needs of personnel assigned to 
shiftwork, resulting in such modifications.²

In 2011, the Police Foundation published what is 
likely the most comprehensive study on the topic 
of shift length within public safety to date. The 
study assigned 300 personnel from two large 
metropolitan police agencies to 8-, 10- and 12-
hour shifts while researchers analyzed five basic 
outcome categories:¹

1. Work performance and safety

2. Health and stress

3. Quality of life

4. Sleep, fatigue and alertness

5. Overtime and off-duty work

This study failed to reveal any significant 
differences on levels of overall work performance, 
employee health, or what was classified as 
work-family conflict (a subset of “quality of life”). 
However, officers working 10-hour shifts reflected 
significantly higher levels of sleep and quality of 
work life than those assigned to 8-hour shifts.¹ 

The study notes that 12-hour shifts “were less 
detrimental … than may have been anticipated,” but 
cautions that monotonous tasks, great physical 
exertion and solitude over extended shifts remain 
concerns.¹  

In 2013, the Nebraska State Patrol (NSP) 
commissioned the assistance of the University 
of Nebraska for a shift coverage and labor force 
allocation study. Their research echoed the 
sentiments of the Police Foundation researchers 
regarding limitations of previous studies and lacking 
long-term viability assessments on the topic of 
shift design. Researchers concluded there was 
some evidence 10-hour shifts hold advantages over 
8-hour shifts; however, they also noted their inability 
to draw definitive conclusions about prior research 

due to scientifically weak data. This was coupled 
with the fact that past research largely failed to 
include state police organizations.³

Although both early and contemporary studies 
differed in methodology and in some cases drew 
different conclusions, several issues emerge 
from these studies that serve as guidelines for 
law enforcement administrators considering shift 
changes:

1. Fatigue

2. Safety/Work Performance

3. Overtime

4. Officer Preference

5. Versatility/Efficiency of Operations

Agencies want satisfied staff, 
enjoying a healthy work-life 
balance, as well as ample 
response resources at the ready.

http://www.lexipol.com
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1FATIGUE
Research indicates more than half of all 
police officers fail to get adequate amounts 
of rest, in addition to possessing 44% higher 
incidences of sleep apnea.4 Rotating shifts 
exacerbate this dilemma since interruptions 
in sleep cycles are responsible for a 20-50% 
reduction in overall human performance.5 
It’s important to explore what impact shift 
schedules have on fatigue. Reviewing the 
studies, we find:  

 ꞏ Officers on 10-hour shifts reported more 
than 4 hours of additional sleep per week 
than those working 8-hour shifts.¹    

 ꞏ Officers on 12-hour shifts similarly greater 
levels of sleepiness and diminished alertness 
when compared to 8- and 10-hour shifts.¹

 ꞏ The perceived quality of sleep did not change 
significantly for officers in differing shifts.¹

 ꞏ Air traffic controllers working 8-hour shifts 
experienced shorter sleep times than their 

extended shift counterparts, according 
to a 1995 study on 56 air traffic control 
personnel.6 

Fatigue is always a factor when considering 
both employee wellbeing and effective risk 
management strategies, which are required 
to protect both employees and organizations. 
Extended shifts offer additional leave periods, 
which not only benefit employees from a time 
off standpoint, but also allow for better rest 
cycles, which can improve employee health, 
morale, quality of life, and improved schedule 
transition periods. Note: These effects can 
be expected to diminish if, as is common, 
officers working 10-hour shifts use the 
schedule to engage in secondary employment 
or any of the myriad activities competing for 
officers’ time. Having a culture that values 
rest is essential. 

2SAFETY/WORK 
PERFORMANCE

Extended shifts do increase the risk threshold, 
depending on the organization.

 ꞏ 10-hour shifts were associated with a 13% 
increase in risk in one study.7

 ꞏ Analysis of historic data noted a 41% 
increase in occupational injury risk when 
compared to 8-hour shifts.7,8

 ꞏ Risk seems to increase significantly during 
night shifts, with yet another study noting a 
90% increase in risk when moving from 8- to 
10-hour shifts; and 110% after 12 hours.4

 ꞏ Multiple studies found enhanced levels of 
risk associated with the fourth consecutive 
night shift (36% higher in some cases).7 

 ꞏ While the Nebraska study found no 
correlation between patrol vehicle crashes 

http://www.lexipol.com
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and shift duration trends, the researchers 
did note the importance of monitoring 
crash data to guide decisions about shift 
overlap and staffing periods.³

 ꞏ Air traffic controllers assigned to 10-
hour shifts did not exhibit lower levels of 
performance on job-related tests across 
all work periods, as compared to cohorts 
working 8-hour shifts.6 

3 OVERTIME  
A primary challenge for law enforcement 
scheduling is keeping shifts covered during 
times of illness, unrest and other instances that 
tax staffing resources, which tend to be minimal 
even in the best of times. This can make overtime 
scheduling common and even mandatory, which 
must also be factored when considering fatigue 
and shift schedules.  

In addition to officers receiving less sleep, 
the 2011 Police Foundation study noted that 
employees on 8-hour shifts accumulated over 
five times as much overtime than those assigned 
to 10s. A 1981 study noted officers on 10-hour 
shifts accumulated more court-related overtime, 
but accumulation of regular workday overtime 
was reduced by more than 50% as compared to 
those working conventional 8-hour shifts.¹

4 OFFICER PREFERENCE 
If the benefits of extended shifts are neither obvious 
nor universal, why are such shifts so common? 
It’s not insignificant to factor in officer preference. 
Employees can benefit from additional days off 
per year, which not only affects morale, but may 
increase an employee’s ability to gain adequate rest, 
participate in more wellness initiatives (self-care, 
exercise, etc.) and attend to family matters.

The NSP study explored officer preferences 
toward shift lengths, finding that over 81% of 
the respondents indicated a preference toward 
10-hour shifts.³ It is important to note, however, 
that the NSP transitioned from 10- to 8-hour 
shifts prior to the study, which could have an 
impact on overall employee acceptance of 
schedules. Ultimately, the NSP study noted the 
lack of “sufficient evidence to substantiate any 
positive change or trend that could be attributed 
directly to the movement to 8-hour shifts 
statewide.” However, the researchers did identify 
the negative statewide impact on morale created 
after the transition from 10- to 8-hour shifts.³

Two other studies are informative here. Air 
traffic controllers assigned to 8-hour shifts also 
reported increased frequency of negative moods 
over those working 10-hour shifts, a factor 
that logically correlates with overall employee 
job satisfaction.6 Conversely, a 2008 study of 
municipal workers assigned to 10-hour shifts 
found that while employees reported lower 
levels of work-family conflict when working 
extended shifts, there was no statistically 
significant change in overall job satisfaction.¹

Officer preference may seem easy to discount, 
but satisfied employees provide benefits to 
the agency as well, including reduced turnover, 
better decision-making, fewer personnel 
complaints and increased productivity. 

Fatigue is always a factor when 
considering both employee 
wellbeing and effective risk 
management strategies.

http://www.lexipol.com
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5VERSATILITY/EFFICIENCY 
OF OPERATIONS

One universal theme noted within nearly all 
the research centered on implementation of 
extended shifts as another tool in an agency’s 
shift design arsenal. Extended shifts may be 
a better alternative since they offer enhanced 
flexibility with the variable workloads found in law 
enforcement.9 The Police Foundation study noted 
how many smaller law enforcement agencies 
were moving away from traditional 8-hour shifts 
in addition to other agencies that were “employing 
multiple shift lengths and/or alternative shift 
configurations,” beyond those traditional schedule 
periods.¹ The Nebraska researchers seemed to 
identify the merits of extended shifts as well, 
recommending that shift length and scheduling 
be left up to local troops and functional 
commands.5

Extended shifts (and especially 10-hour shifts) are 
often thought to benefit the affected employees 
more than an organization since they are difficult 
to equally distribute across a 24-hour spectrum. 
While applying conventional logic to this dilemma, 
many organizations have allowed supervisors to 
create work schedules that do benefit employees 
more than the agency and the regions served.  

Bruce Oliver, a shift design consultant, pointed 
out that very issue during his assessment of 
extended shifts. His research noted how many 
agencies schedule shift start/end times that are 
convenient for officers and more aligned with 
traditional 8-hour shift schedules.9 If extended 
shifts are viewed as another scheduling tool, 
then contemporary scheduling protocols would 
require flexibility in how these shifts are utilized. 
While the research suggests 10-hour shifts can 
be used with as few as five personnel, that may 
be an unrealistic option for some jurisdictions. 

Employee schedule preferences, leave periods 
and other departmental commitments all play a 
role in determining whether extended shifts are a 
viable option for a given agency.

While 10-hour shifts do not equally distribute 
within a 24-hour period, they do afford the 
opportunity for up to six hours of overlapping 
shifts.9 This overlap can be useful for additional 
coverage during variable workload periods, 
provided sufficient staffing is available.

http://www.lexipol.com
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IMPLEMENTATION 
CONSIDERATIONS
When working within the 24/7 realm, there is 
obviously no set of utopian guidelines that solve 
every problem associated with employee morale, 
rest cycle management and operational coverage. 
In many cases, determining which shift to use is 
based on situationally dependent variables that 
change from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. 

In some cases, agencies might consider a pilot 
program whereby different shift patterns are 
utilized to measure their true effectiveness. If 
a pilot program for extended shifts is utilized, 
consideration should be given to existing or 
desired geographic assignments (zones, districts 
or beats). Any pilot project should be contingent 
on staffing; however, ultimate use and 
feasibility should be determined by both first-
line supervisors and agency management. In 
addition, any pilot program should be conducted 
for a sufficient period so relevant data can be 
analyzed. At a minimum, analysis should include 
the following elements:

 ꞏ Overtime use and accrual

 ꞏ Officer activity

 ꞏ Schedule variability and feasibility within 
required coverage periods

 ꞏ Officer morale and overall wellbeing, 
including fatigue

 ꞏ Hours slept, as well as a subjective 

consideration of sleep quality

At the very least, traditional schedule rotations 
should be reviewed by every agency to 
determine whether they serve the needs of 
the organization, employees and the public. 
Shift duration considerations should also be 
analyzed. Most chronobiologists recommend 
a minimum of three weeks on a given shift 
for better adaptation to nightshift circadian 
adjustments; however, there are no changes 
to circadian rhythmicity during shift periods of 
less than seven days.7 Extended shifts or hybrid 
shift schedules that feature multiple shift design 
patterns may improve this aspect and contribute 
to more effective utilization of human capital 
within the 24/7 realm.

Officer preference may seem 
easy to discount, but satisfied 
employees provide benefits to the 
agency as well, including reduced 
turnover, better decision-making, 
fewer personnel complaints and 
increased productivity.

http://www.lexipol.com
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CONCLUSION 
Whether to utilize extended shifts for 
24/7 scheduling depends on multiple 
considerations; however, research on the topic 
indicates some benefits for both the agency 
and employees. Although 10-hour shifts 
afford some flexibility for supervisors, a one-
size-fits-all approach probably will not satisfy 
every shift scenario within every organization. 

Levels of risk should be taken into 
consideration when extended shifts are 
employed; however, there are organizational 
advantages that warrant consideration of their 
use. Contemporary research indicates the 
use of 10-hour shifts has a positive impact 
on employee wellbeing and morale. Those 
shifts also reduce overtime and offer flexible 
scheduling alternatives that can leverage 
personnel resources, while providing overlaps 
during peak workload periods.

Although 10-hour shifts are nothing new to 
public safety, care should be taken to ensure 
shift design and placement leverages the 
needs of the organization and jurisdiction 
served. It is also imperative agency managers 
conduct appropriate due diligence to ensure 
personnel are scheduled adequately and in a 
way that effectively supports varying calls for 
service activity.
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