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U T I L I T I E S

Coleman Consulting helps clients achieve quantifiable cost savings by

implementing new schedules for deploying operations, maintenance, and

service assets, without sacrificing employees’ work/life balance.

 Utility companies and other public sector companies have found themselves competing against lean, 
independent businesses and public perception. The biggest challenge these companies face is finding more efficient 
ways to allocate personnel and resources so they can provide value to the consumer and still make money for the 
shareholders.  In regulated environments, many of these companies have rightfully allowed the need for service to 
outweigh the cost of providing that service.  In a competitive environment, service and cost must be balanced – a 
change in mindset that is often difficult for utilities to make. 
 Many times, the change in mindset starts with a re-examination of shift schedules.  A shift schedule is more 
than just a series of work hours or a pattern of days on/days off.  A shift schedule should be thought of as a complete 
system for optimally deploying both capital and personnel.  It must blend business needs with employee work/life 
requests and health and safety requirements.  Utilities often make the mistake of trying to adapt their business around 
the flawed schedules used in a regulated environment. 
 Coleman Consulting has helped a number of major U.S. utilities revise their shift schedules. At one 1,000+ 
employee utility that owned more than ten central fossil-fuel plants and numerous smaller hydro and peaking units, 
the sites used shift schedules that were based on tradition or resulted from a long-standing contract negotiation.  
Coleman Consulting worked with all parties (employees, management, and union leadership) to implement  
schedules that were unbalanced, providing more operators for startups of daily peaking plants.  A significant portion 
of the maintenance workforce supported multiple sites on an as needed basis. The bottom line was millions of dollars 
in savings. 

Overtime Versus Idle Time 
 Like many companies, utility companies spend many hours tracking and managing overtime when the real 
focus should be on idle time.  Overtime, which results from under-matching the work load, has a relatively low ratio 
of pay-to-work output.  In contrast, since the work output from one hour of idle time is zero, its pay-to-work output 
ratio is infinity!  Many utility managers have proudly touted that they have “very low” or “no” overtime.  Idle time, 
the much more important business criterion, may reach nearly 50 percent.  To trim the idle time, managers have to 
determine the true work load at each plant and, based on those findings, create the proper staffing levels.  This is for                 
supervisors as well as operations and maintenance hourly employees.  At a number of clients, Coleman Consulting 
has implemented two concepts referred to as regionalization and “Home Alone;” where supervisors cover multiple 
plants focusing on issues requiring management decision-making while senior hourly employees are empowered to 
make critical plant performance decisions. 
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“Your proven methodology has allowed the deployment of our capital and human resources to spe-

cifically match our workload, thereby reducing both overtime and idle time. Conservatively, our most 

recent project has resulted in $1 million of annual savings.”

Craig Adams  /  Director  /  PECO Energy
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H o m e  A l o n e  -  N o t  t h e  M o v i e

 From the utility industry projects Coleman            
Consulting has completed in recent years, several trends 
highlighting some common scheduling problems have 
emerged, including: 
• Cycling plants are staffed as if they are base-loaded. 

Units that cycle require more sophisticated scheduling, 
similar to the way manufacturing plants run specific 
schedules for specific product lines.

• Many utilities have seasonally varied workloads that 
are predictable, but their shift schedules do not reflect 
this.  A proper schedule for a utility may require opera-
tors to work 56 hours a week without taking time off in 
the peak season, but give them ten weeks of vacation 
in the winter.  Such a schedule is routinely used in the 
manufacturing industry. 

• Maintenance schedules seem to be cast in stone 
–   typically Monday through Friday, eight-hour day 
shift. Most maintenance, particularly for cycling plants,     
occurs at nights and on weekends.  It makes more 
sense to deploy the majority of maintenance personnel 
when the plant is shut down, with only small mainte-
nance crews assigned to the day shift.  A lesson that 
profitable airlines learned early on.

C o m m o n  E r r o r s

The following represent typical cost saving opportunities 
for utility companies:

• Improving Operations/Maintenance Interface
• Increasing Maintenance “Wrench Time”
• Reducing Cost/Time of Planned Outages
• Responding to Unplanned Outages

 “Home alone” is Coleman Consulting’s term for 
operating the power plant without on-site supervision 
during periods of low workload, for instance, when a 
cycling plant is shut down over the weekend.  Tradition-
al utility practice often leaves a plant over-supervised, 
which is not good for the O&M budget or for the career 
growth of hourly workers.  Adopting the “Home Alone” 
and regionalization strategies allowed Coleman 
Consulting’s client to reduce its operations supervisor 
staff by nearly 50 percent, largely through voluntary 
early retirement packages. 

 Regionalization means sharing personnel that 
are geographically near to one another, even if those 
employees are assigned to other plants.  At some 
utility’s new schedule systems, plants that are within 
a geographical region can pool personnel to cover 
peaks in work load.  A utility in Little Rock, Arkansas, for 
example, created what it call a “virtual five-unit site” by 
bringing all the operating licenses for five nuclear plants 
under one organization.  Their employees routinely 
leave normal duties for temporary assignments at sister 
stations.  Each plant is responsible for specific functions 
– such as radiation protection training – for all five units.  
In an issue of The Nuclear Professional Magazine, numer-
ous benefits were reported by this utility, including 
reduced rivalry between plants, improved career 
growth opportunities for employees, and lower O&M 
expenses.  Supervisors reported that one company 
employee working at multiple sites can replace two 
contract employees, because of his or her greater sense 
of ownership and knowledge of corporate processes. 

B e n e f i t s  o f
M u l t i p l e  S i t e s

 One feature that all shift schedules should include, 
but one that is often missing, is face time between 
managers and all shift workers.  Frequently junior personnel 
are relegated to the late night shifts – working the dread-
ed “graveyard” – while senior employees are rewarded 
with permanent assignment to days. This non-rotating 
schedule can create serious divisiveness among cowork-
ers, thwarting efforts to create a close-knit team. 
 Even more important, the schedule is averse to a 
company’s long-term goals:  stuck on permanent night 
shifts, junior personnel rarely see the managers, trainers, 
and senior craftsmen who should be monitoring their work 
and helping them develop their skills.  Managers have long 
understood this problem, but in many cases are forced 
into non-rotating shifts by union agreements or maintain 
them in order to keep the peace.  A manufacturing plant 
manager, for example, reports that a “riot” nearly broke 
out when they first tried to rearrange his factory’s shift 
schedules. 

P r e s e n c e  o f  L e a d e r s

 While revising shift schedules may not incite a 
riot, it almost certainly will affect employee morale.  
Getting employees involved in the decision-making 
process and building consensus among all levels, 
management specialists say, is a big part of damage 
control, and may even turn the schedule revisions into a 
morale booster.  Changes implemented using Coleman 
Consulting’s methodology includes significant input from 
the supervisors and employees.  Revising schedules for 
hourly workers, many of whom are represented by orga-
nized labor, also includes substantial employee involve-
ment. The right schedule can reduce cost, 
improve customer service, make employees happier 
and improve the health and safety of the workforce. 

E m p l o y e e  I n v o l v e m e n t


