Missing time entries are one of those payroll problems that feels small until it hits payroll cut-off. Then it becomes
a scramble: someone cannot submit, a manager forgot to approve, the time system glitched, an employee started
mid-pay period, or a shift was moved after the schedule was posted. The result can be unpaid hours, late pay,

incorrect overtime, or compliance risk if you are in an environment with strict recordkeeping requirements.

Over the years, | have learned that the “right” way to handle missing time entries is not one universal rule. It is a
decision framework you can apply quickly, consistently, and defensibly. When you combine clear internal rules with
thoughtful judgment, you reduce both errors and conflict. You also avoid the trap of making one-off fixes that

never get documented, then resurface as repeat problems next month.

Why missing time entries become payroll risk fast

Payroll is not just numbers, it is timing, audit trails, and promises. When an employee does not have an approved
time entry, you are missing the raw material payroll calculations depend on. That can cause issues in multiple
directions:

First, wages. If you underpay, the mistake tends to be noticed sooner than you expect, especially for hourly staff

living paycheck to paycheck.

Second, hours worked and overtime calculations. A missing time entry for a few hours may push another week
over an overtime threshold. That means the error is not limited to the missing hours, it can ripple across the entire

pay period’s pay rate logic.

Third, compliance and recordkeeping. Many jurisdictions require employers to keep accurate records of hours
worked and wages paid. If you frequently “fill in” missing time without a documented basis, you can end up with a

payroll record that does not match operational reality.

Finally, trust. Every missed paycheck or surprise adjustment creates friction between employees and HR or payroll.

Even when the correction is made, the relationship damage lingers.

The goal is to handle missing time entries in a way that is fair to employees and manageable for payroll teams.

Start with the kind of “missing” you are dealing with

Not all missing time entries are the same. The best remediation approach depends on what exactly is missing and

why.

Sometimes the time entry is completely absent, like a shift that never got recorded in the system. Other times, the
entry exists but is pending approval. In other cases, the employee submitted hours, but payroll cannot import
them correctly, or the submission got rejected due to a rule mismatch. There are also scenarios where the
employee clocked in and out, but the system did not create the final approved entry because of a break rule, a

location mismatch, or a permissions issue.

When | triage missing time, | look at four questions first, before | decide whether payroll should estimate, hold, or

reverse:

1. Is there any time evidence at all (clock punches, schedules, supervisor approvals, timesheet draft)?
2. Is the employee likely to be paid for those hours under any normal process?

3. Are there overtime implications or rate changes tied to those hours?



4. Can you reasonably correct the record within the current pay cycle timeline?

That first pass prevents the most common mistake: applying the same fix to every case.

Build a simple triage process before cut-off

If your payroll process only becomes “serious” when cut-off is looming, you will always feel behind. The better
approach is to treat missing time entries like a queue you manage continuously, not an emergency you handle

once a month.

A practical triage starts with gathering the facts and categorizing the case quickly. You do not need a 30-page

policy to do this well. You need clarity and speed.
Here is a focused way to triage missing time entries for a single pay period:

e Confirm what is missing (no submission, no approval, import failure, rejected entry)

Check for supporting evidence (clock punches, shift schedule, manager notes, prior adjustments)

Identify risk (overtime, premium pay, new hire rate, labor distribution or job code impacts)

* Determine the fastest “clean” resolution path (employee edit, manager approval, system fix)

Decide whether payroll will estimate, hold, or pay via an interim process

That last decision point is where most disputes are born, so it helps to align it with documented business rules.

Choose between estimation, interim payment, and holdback

When time entries are missing, payroll teams typically fall into one of three approaches: estimate, interim pay, or
holdback pending correction. In reality, many employers use a blend, but you should be able to explain the logic

consistently.

Estimation: useful when you have strong evidence

Estimation can work when you have a defensible basis for the hours, like confirmed clock punches, a supervisor-
approved schedule, or a previous time entry pattern that makes the missing data clearly recoverable. The key is

that the estimate is not guesswork, it is a calculated placeholder derived from reliable operational records.

A common example: an employee clocks in and out, but the system fails to produce a submitted timesheet for
approval. You can often calculate the hours directly from punches, then pay and later reconcile once the system

catches up. The estimate is effectively automation, not intuition.

Estimation is riskier when evidence is incomplete. For instance, if a shift was scheduled but the employee did not
work, or a shift was partially canceled, then estimation can become an under-the-table adjustment problem. In

those scenarios, you usually want to hold payment until you can confirm.

Interim payment: paying while you fix the record

Interim payment is a way to reduce hardship for employees full service payroll while keeping payroll controls
intact. This is often used for hourly workers who rely on accurate paychecks and for roles where missing time could

be significant.

The idea is to pay something now, then true-up when the missing time entry is corrected. The true-up can be

handled as an adjustment on the next payroll cycle, or as a supplemental run if your process supports it.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/?search=full%20service%20payroll

The trade-off is administrative. Interim payments mean you are building a second layer of payroll movements and
reconciliation tasks. That can be worth it when your organization sees repeated issues with time submission or

approval.

Holdback: simplest when you cannot confirm

Holding payroll until time is corrected is the cleanest option when evidence is not available or the missing hours
are ambiguous. This is especially true when overtime or rate changes are involved, because paying incorrectly can

be harder to unwind later than paying late, depending on your labor obligations.

If you go the holdback route, you must communicate expectations clearly internally, and you may want to set a
process for quick retroactive correction once the issue is resolved. Employees should not feel like you are waiting

for “someone to remember.”

Decide who can approve fixes, and how you document it

When payroll estimates or uses interim payment, you need a defensible paper trail. Otherwise, you end up with a

payroll adjustment you cannot justify when HR, finance, or an audit asks why the numbers look the way they do.

| have seen organizations struggle because anyone can “quick fix" in the payroll system. That creates inconsistent

outcomes and makes it impossible to trace responsibility.

A better approach is role-based control. For example, the employee can provide corrected time or verify punches.
A supervisor or manager can confirm hours worked or approve exceptions. Payroll can apply established rules for

interim payments, but only with documentation.
Documentation should answer a few basic questions:

* What time was missing?
* What source was used to determine the hours (punches, schedule, approval, system report)?
® Who authorized the change or the exception?

® How will the record be reconciled (true-up timing and method)?

You do not need elaborate forms, but you do need consistent evidence. That consistency is what protects you

when the case repeats.

A concrete example: the system rejected one shift

Consider a situation | encountered: an employee worked a shift on Friday, but the timesheet entry was rejected
because the job code was inactive. The employee submitted the hours anyway. The time system flagged it for

correction, and it never reached payroll in time.

The payroll team could have held the hours until the job code issue was fixed, but that would have meant the
employee would likely miss pay for most of the shift. It is a long time to wait when you are paid weekly or

biweekly.
Here is how the resolution played out in a controlled way:

The supervisor confirmed the shift and that the work occurred at the scheduled time. The payroll analyst pulled
system punch records that reflected clock-in and clock-out times. The hours calculation was straightforward, no
split rates, no overtime threshold issue because the week’s overtime totals would not change based on that shift

duration.



Payroll processed an interim payment using the punch-based hours, and HR documented the exception as
“system rejection due to job code status, supervisor confirmed shift.” On the next payroll cycle, once the job code
was reactivated and the system entry could be corrected, the true-up reconciled any rounding differences or meal

break deductions.

That example worked because there was strong evidence, the risk level was manageable, and the reconciliation

plan was documented upfront.

If, instead, the supervisor could not confirm shift details, and the punches were missing too, interim payment

would have been a bad bet. You cannot pay confidently without evidence.

Avoid the “one size fits all” rule

A common temptation is to adopt a blanket rule like “If time managed full service payroll is missing, pay the

scheduled hours.” Sometimes it is fine. Often it is not.

Schedules can be accurate and still fail. People get reassigned. Shifts get swapped last minute. A scheduled training
day becomes a cancelled session. A “no show” is rare, but it happens, and payroll systems do not automatically

know the difference between a scheduled shift and actual hours worked.

Scheduled hours also do not reflect meal break compliance, overtime thresholds, or actual start and stop times.
Even if you are paying at the straight-time rate, you can create compliance issues if the recordkeeping depends on

real hours worked.

Instead of a blanket rule, the policy should distinguish between scenarios where schedule information is a reliable
proxy and scenarios where it is not. The distinction comes from evidence availability and the ability to reconcile

quickly.

If your environment uses punch clocks and those punches reliably represent time worked, punches are usually a
better anchor than schedules. If punch data is imperfect, schedules and manager approvals may matter more, but

you still need reconciliation discipline.

Handle edge cases that show up repeatedly

Over time, missing time entries tend to cluster into a few recurring patterns. You can reduce last-minute chaos by

anticipating those patterns.

One recurring edge case is new hires or transfers mid-cycle. The employee may have not been fully provisioned in
the time system yet, or the job code required for labor distribution may not be set. In those cases, missing time is
often a systems setup issue rather than user behavior. You still need controls, but you may resolve it by

coordinating with HRIS or payroll administrators rather than chasing the employee.

Another edge case is retroactive schedule changes. An employee swaps a shift with a coworker, and the system
updates one schedule but not the other, leaving time entries mismatched. When this happens, the right fix is

usually to correct approvals or labor distribution codes, not to guess total hours.

A third edge case is employees with unusual premium rules. If your payroll includes shift differential logic, on-call
premiums, or special overtime rules, missing time entries can have disproportionate impact. You may decide to
holdback in these cases even if you would estimate in simpler straight-time scenarios. It is not about being

conservative for its own sake, it is about avoiding expensive errors.
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Communication matters, even when payroll is “right”

Employees may not see your internal logic. They experience the outcome. If you pay them late or underpay them

because time entries were missing, they will assume something is wrong.

| recommend a pragmatic internal communication plan that does not overpromise. Managers should know who to
contact and by when. Employees should know that missing entries require action, what action is needed, and the

timeline for resolution.

If you use interim payments, you should be clear that a true-up will occur once the official time is corrected.
Employees do not need to know the mechanics of your payroll system, but they do need to know they are not

being shorted.

When employees believe payroll is unreliable, you lose the willingness of managers to treat time submission as

urgent. The best long-term fix is to make the process predictable, not to make it heroic every payday.

A documentation-ready approach for payroll teams

You can reduce stress by ensuring your payroll team has a repeatable way to record missing time decisions. This

matters both for internal consistency and for later reconciliation.
Here is a lightweight documentation set that | have seen work without slowing teams down:

® The employee name, pay period, and pay schedule details
® The missing interval and the reason it was missing (no submission, pending approval, system reject)

* The source used to determine hours (punch report, schedule, manager confirmation)

The method used (estimate, interim payment, holdback)

® The reconciliation plan (true-up date and what will be compared)

This kind of record allows you to answer questions quickly, without rewriting the story every time.

System controls that prevent missing entries before they happen

Good payroll handling is partly prevention. If you consistently deal with the same missing entry scenario, it is

worth addressing the upstream cause.

Common preventive improvements include earlier reminders, better approval workflows, clearer exception

reporting, and scheduled cut-off dates that leave enough time for employee edits and manager review.

For example, if the time system requires manager approval before payroll imports data, you can set an internal
approval deadline earlier than your payroll cut-off. This gives a buffer for missing approvals. If employees do not
consistently submit by the deadline, automated reminders can help, but you also need enforcement through

supervisor accountability.

Also, check your system exception reports. If your time system flags “rejected entries” but no one owns that
queue, rejected entries will pile up quietly. Assign ownership to payroll operations or HR admins, not to a general

inbox.

Prevention does not eliminate missing time, but it shifts you from reactive problem-solving to controlled exception

handling.



What to do when employees disagree with the hours

Sometimes the missing time entry becomes a disagreement about what actually happened. The employee may
remember a different start time, a longer break, or a shifted task location. Payroll cannot decide reality by calendar

alone.

The best approach is to ground decisions in operational evidence. If punches exist, use them. If punches are

missing, use manager confirmation and any supporting records like rosters, task logs, or shift notes.

If evidence is conflicting, your policy should tell you what to do: whether you will hold payment, pay based on the
most reliable evidence, or initiate a correction workflow. The worst outcome is improvisation under stress, because

it creates inconsistency and resentment.

In disagreement cases, documentation is even more important. Your notes should capture what each party
claimed and what evidence supported the final payroll decision. You do not need to write a novel, but you need

enough detail for a future review.

Reconciliation: the part everyone rushes, and the part that saves you

Reconciliation is the safety net. Whether you estimated, used interim payment, or held time, you need to make

sure the official time record eventually matches what payroll paid.

Reconciliation should compare three things: the payroll-adjacent hours, the corrected approved time entry, and
any difference in rate logic. Even if hours match, you can still have rate differences due to job codes, premium

eligibility, or overtime calculations.

| like to schedule reconciliation work as a short, focused activity immediately after time corrections are finalized,
rather than waiting until the next payroll cycle deadline. That shortens the window where errors linger and reduces

the number of open cases later.

If your volume is high, you can still reconcile in batches, but batch deadlines should be explicit and monitored.

When to escalate to a supplemental run

Sometimes you cannot wait for the next pay cycle, especially with weekly pay schedules, new hires, or large dollar

impacts from missing time.

A supplemental payroll run is an administrative decision. It can improve employee satisfaction, but it can also add

workload and complexity if you do it frequently without a strong trigger.

In my experience, escalations should be based on impact and evidence quality. If the missing hours are confirmed
and the dollar difference is substantial, a supplemental run can be the most humane option. If the missing hours

are uncertain or evidence is incomplete, holding until you can correct the record properly may be safer.

Your internal policy can define triggers like “known shift confirmed by punches or manager approval, but
correction cannot be completed before the standard run.” Keep it grounded in what you can control, not what you

hope will happen.

Common mistakes to avoid

Missing time handling has predictable failure modes. Avoiding them saves time and reduces risk.



One mistake is paying based on assumptions without evidence. Another is estimating hours but failing to
reconcile. A third is making adjustments in the payroll system without recording the source or authorization, which

turns a fix into a mystery.

Also watch for overcorrection. If a missing entry is small, you might try to “fix everything” by altering multiple
fields, then later discover you created a bigger discrepancy. In many cases, you should correct only what is missing

and preserve what is accurate.

If you treat each case like a bespoke project, you will burn time. If you treat each case like it follows the same

evidence hierarchy, you will move faster.

A practical policy that holds up under pressure

The best missing time policy is not the strictest one, it is the clearest one. It should answer what payroll will do
when time is missing, how evidence is used, who approves exceptions, and how employees are protected from

long delays.

You do not need to write it as a legal document. You do need to make the rules operational. When your team is
tired, the policy should still guide them.

If you are building or refining your approach, start by mapping your real world situations: missing submissions,
pending approvals, system rejects, and mid-cycle setup issues. Then define which evidence sources you trust and

what method you use for each category.

That is how you get consistency, fairness, and speed, even when payroll cut-off arrives sooner than anyone

planned.

When missing time entries show up, they are rarely a surprise. They are a signal that a process boundary is failing,
whether it is employee submission behavior, manager approval timing, or system configuration. Handling the

missing time correctly is important, but fixing the boundary is what prevents the next wave.

If you want, tell me how your time data is captured (clock punches, mobile app, scheduled shifts, timesheets), your
payroll cadence (weekly, biweekly, monthly), and whether you have overtime or premium rules. | can help you

tailor a decision framework that matches your setup.



