
Travel Time: California Wage Order #4 
 
 

California employers continually struggle with wage and hour issues, and one that         

frequently occurs with home care workers is the accurate payment of travel time when 

non-exempt employees are traveling between home and worksites.  

 

Hours Worked 

California Wage Order #4 states: Within the health care industry, the term “hours worked” means 

the time during which an employee is suffered or permitted to work for the employer, whether or not 

required to do so, as interpreted in accordance with the provisions of the Fair Labor Standards Act. 

 

An “ordinary commute” from an employee‟s home to the regular worksite is not compensable, since 

the employee is not yet under the employer‟s control or “permitted to work.”  In most cases, for  

employees who are required by their employer to report to a location other than their regular    

worksite, travel time is compensable for the difference in commute time.  For example, if the       

employee‟s regular worksite is a 30-minute commute, but he/she now must travel two hours to     

another location for a meeting, the employee must be paid the difference of 1.5 hours in travel time.  

For employees who report to the same worksite each day, determining the normal commute versus 

compensable travel time is easy to calculate. 

 

However, it becomes more difficult to determine compensable travel time for employees who travel 

from home to various worksites on a daily basis.  This is often the case for home care workers who 

do not regularly report to an office, but instead travel directly to patients‟ homes at various           

locations.  (Traveling between worksites on the same day is always compensable, until the employee 

has completed the daily work assignments and travels home.) 

 

In a 2003 Opinion Letter (2003.04.22), California‟s Department of Labor Standards Enforcement 

(DLSE) addressed the question, „What is “compulsory”’ travel time and what is “an ordinary        

commute?”  In this letter, the DLSE recognized that “some employees in certain occupations, by the 

nature of the industry and the occupation are not assigned to a specific workplace and have a       

reasonable expectation that they will be routinely required to travel reasonable distances to job sites 

on a daily basis.” 

 

The question then becomes “what is reasonable?”  Employers should consider the average commute 

time the employees routinely travel to provide patient care, and consider travel time compensable 

when the employee is assigned to a new location that requires a significantly longer commute time.  

For example, if an employee routinely travels 30 minutes to arrive at patients‟ homes, but is then 

assigned a new patient requiring one hour‟s commute time, that employee should be compensated 

for the 30-minute difference. 

 

The DLSE also made it clear that travel is always compensable when the employee is delivering 

equipment or material for the employer.   

 

Employers are advised to document employees‟ assignments, including the estimated commute 

times.  In addition, a written travel time policy should be communicated to employees, which clearly 

explains when travel time becomes compensable. 

 

Since employers are required to maintain accurate time records, all non-exempt employees should 

complete daily time sheets reflecting the times they reported to work, took their meal period breaks, 

and left at the end of the shift.  


