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Achieving Master Schedule Stability
A stable master schedule will lead to more orderly 
purchasing of components and production schedules. 
Planners have to be aware that frequent changes to a 
master schedule, particularly the early portions of the 
schedule, can be disruptive. These changes often reduce 
the efficiency of the production process. On the other 
hand, a rigid master schedule with too few opportunities 
to make changes may suggest that the company is not 
responding to customer demand, leading to poor cus-
tomer service and the increased costs from excess inven-
tory. Therefore, companies need to strike an appropriate 
balance between flexibility and rigidity by preparing a 
stable master schedule. Companies with an effective mas-
ter schedule use the process of time fencing to achieve 
this stability. In the time fencing approach, the master 

schedule time horizon is divided into three portions: frozen time fence, slushy time fence, and flex-
ible time fence (Figure 18.2).

The frozen time fence describes the portion of the master schedule in which no changes to the 
schedule can be accommodated unless a senior executive requests such changes. The time fence is 
considered frozen because delivering new customer orders is virtually impossible this quickly without 
resorting to very costly options, such as expedited procurement of materials, expedited production 
and shipping, or postponing the delivery date of another customer order. The length of the frozen 
time fence typically encompasses the cumulative lead times needed to procure the materials for the 
product, produce the item, and ship the end product. In the slushy time fence portion, changes to the 
master schedule may require trade-offs, but because the timeframe is further out into the future, these 
trade-offs are usually less disruptive. The master scheduler typically has the authority to accept new 
customer orders in this stage. Order entries in this stage are initiated as long as the required materials 
and components are readily available or can be procured, and the master scheduler is reasonably con-
fident that the required order delivery dates can be met. The flexible time fence is that portion of the 
master schedule time horizon that is farthest out in the future. In this time window, the company can 
easily accommodate cancellations of existing orders and fill new customer orders. The customer order 
delivery dates during this stage are tentative and will be confirmed at a later date when these orders 
enter the frozen portion of the master schedule. Time fencing and rules are key features of the master 
scheduling process and should be strictly adhered to and communicated throughout the company for 
the process to be effective.

Relationship Between the Master Schedule  
and the Production Environment
In Chapter 9, we found that, depending on the degree of customization, manufacturing processes 
can be classified into four categories: make-to-stock (MTS), assemble-to-order (ATO), make-to-order 
(MTO), and engineer-to-order (ETO). A company’s approach to master scheduling will vary depend-
ing on which of the four production environments it operates within:

•• In a make-to-stock (MTS) production environment in which standardized products such as 
soft drinks, cereals, or light bulbs are produced repetitively in high volume, master scheduling 
is conducted at the finished or end-product level. The focus of master scheduling will be on 
producing the finished goods to meet the inventory and customer service target levels. The pro-
duction process used to produce these items can be a continuous, repetitive, or batch process.

FIGURE 18.2: Time Fences in Master Scheduling
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As an example of a make-to-
order product, Lamborghini’s 
Veneno Roadster has a 750 
horsepower engine, goes 
from 0 to 60 in 2.9 seconds, 
and costs $4.5 million.  The 
company plans to make only 
nine of them in 2015.
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Frozen time fence: 
the portion of the master 
schedule in which no 
changes to the schedule 
can be accommodated 
unless a senior executive 
requests such changes

Slushy time fence: 
changes to the master 
schedule may require 
trade-offs, but because 
the timeframe is further 
out into the future, 
these trade-offs are 
usually less costly and 
disruptive

Flexible time fence: 
the portion of the master 
schedule time horizon 
that is farthest out in the 
future and changes can 
be easily accommodated


