
There are two calendars that keep showing up in operations: the one you imagine when you think “every other
week,” and the one that falls out of pay schedules, billing terms, and internal accounting rules. Semi-monthly and
biweekly can look similar on paper, but they behave differently once you start caring about cutoffs, run dates,
audit trails, and what your systems think happened.

I’ve seen teams lose hours during month-end because the payroll calendar looked “close enough,” yet the ledger
showed a different story. The culprit wasn’t the people doing the work. It was the schedule itself, plus the
assumptions built into time capture, accrual logic, and recordkeeping.

This article breaks down how semi-monthly and biweekly schedules differ, where data accuracy usually slips, and
what recordkeeping practices keep you out of trouble.

What the terms actually mean
A semi-monthly schedule pays or bills twice per month. Most setups choose fixed day pairs, like the 1st and 15th,
or the 15th and the last day. Those cutoffs are stable month to month, which can be comforting for reporting.

A biweekly schedule pays or bills every two weeks. In practice, this means there is a repeating chain of “period start
date” and “period end date” that moves around the calendar. You do not always land cleanly at month boundaries.
Over time, those periods drift relative to the first of the month, quarter boundaries, and fiscal year start dates.

The key difference is that semi-monthly is anchored to the month. Biweekly is anchored to a starting point and
repeats by a fixed interval.

That distinction drives most downstream accuracy issues.

Why accuracy problems show up more than people expect
Data accuracy rarely fails because someone typed the wrong number. It usually fails because different systems
make slightly different decisions about which transactions belong in which period.

With semi-monthly and biweekly, those decisions get complicated in three common areas:

1. Period boundaries

A semi-monthly cutoffs system might say “everything earned through the 14th belongs to the first period.” A
biweekly system might slice time as “through the end of the pay period,” which could be the 13th one month
and the 16th another month. If your accounting wants month-based cutoffs but your payroll is period-based,
you have to reconcile.

2. Timing of data entry and approvals

If time is entered by employees and then approved by managers, the approval deadline is often tied to “pay
cycle.” In biweekly setups, approval deadlines shift across months. In semi-monthly setups, deadlines stay
consistent relative to month dates. That affects what is available at month-end and what rolls forward.

3. Accruals, reversals, and adjustments

Many teams don’t think about accruals until they see the first surprise in an audit or a cost report. Semi-
monthly and biweekly both require accrual logic if you close monthly financials while the operating systems
pay on a different rhythm. The logic differs because the number of “days in a period” changes.



When you’re comparing semi-monthly to biweekly, the schedule is the starting point. Accuracy comes from how
you translate that schedule into accounting periods and reporting cutoffs.

Semi-monthly: stability you can leverage, assumptions you must test
Semi-monthly schedules are popular because they create predictability for people and for systems. If your first
period always ends on the 14th (or 15th depending on convention), then month-end reporting can use consistent
mid-month boundaries. Forecasting is also simpler, especially for organizations that pay fixed salaries and want
regular cash planning.

But stability can create false confidence. Teams often assume that because the dates are fixed, all derived data
stays fixed too. In reality, accuracy still depends on how you define:

earnings inclusion rules (calendar days vs workdays)

handling of partial periods (new hires, terminations, unpaid time)

treatment of holidays and paid time off (PTO)

corrections after payroll runs (retro pay)

Consider a semi-monthly payroll where Period 1 runs the 1st through the 15th, and Period 2 runs the 16th
through the end of the month. If someone is hired on the 10th, they fall cleanly into Period 1. If they are hired on
the 15th, you have to know whether they are included for the 15th and which payroll run they land on. Those
details must be consistent with your time capture system.

One operational detail I’ve learned to check immediately: whether the payroll system and the time entry system
agree on “day inclusion.” “Through the 15th” can mean two different things depending on the underlying
timestamp logic. That mismatch can create a one-day difference. Over a year, one-day differences compound into
noticeable totals.

Biweekly: rhythm that improves fairness, complexity at month-end
Biweekly schedules often feel natural for operations because they align with “every other week,” and many labor
tracking processes use weekly increments anyway. If managers think in weekly terms, biweekly can reduce
cognitive load for approvals and time review.

However, biweekly is where month-end reconciliation gets interesting. Because pay periods drift across months,
you can have situations where a pay period spans two fiscal months. If your accounting closes on the last calendar
day, you cannot simply book payroll expense on the payment date and call it accurate. You need earned-date or
work-date allocation.

In real-world reporting, this shows up as:

payroll expense booked to the month where the work occurred, not when checks are issued

accrual balances that move every period

journal entries that vary in timing and magnitude

A common failure mode is “minimal reconciliation.” Teams will run payroll, post it, and then attempt a single
accrual adjustment at month-end. That can work for a short while, but it tends to break when there are frequent
corrections, PTO usage, or changing work patterns.

Also, biweekly schedules can produce payroll runs that straddle quarter ends and fiscal year boundaries. If you
have any regulatory or compliance reporting that depends on the month or quarter of earnings, you need a



deterministic allocation method that stays consistent even when the periods shift.

The recordkeeping backbone: what you must capture to stay accurate
No matter which cadence you choose, recordkeeping is the part that saves you when you need to answer
questions like “why did payroll expense change between March and April?” or “which employees were included in
the adjustment?”

The practical recordkeeping goal is to create a chain of evidence that ties:

the schedule (what period should include what dates)

the source data (time worked, PTO, exceptions)

the calculation (how hours were converted to pay)

the posting (what accounting period the dollars went to)

the audit trail (approvals, retro adjustments, reversals)

Here’s what this usually looks like in a healthy setup:

A documented pay period calendar that lists start and end dates for every period

A clear mapping from pay period to accounting period for accrual posting

A versioned record of time entries and approvals, not just the final timesheet

A log of payroll run actions, including any corrections and re-runs

Standard operating procedures for month-end close, including what gets booked when

The schedule affects how much work this takes. Semi-monthly tends to simplify some mapping because cutoffs
align with month dates. Biweekly increases variability because period start and end dates slide around the
calendar.

Where semi-monthly and biweekly diverge in month-end allocations
Imagine a monthly financial close where you want expenses to reflect work performed in each month. Your payroll
system might only understand pay periods, not monthly cutoffs. So you need an allocation.

For semi-monthly, allocation is often more straightforward because the pay periods are already anchored to mid-
month dates. Many organizations can allocate by day counts within each month for a given employee.

For biweekly, the same allocation concept holds, but the inputs change every period because the pay period end
date may land anywhere. If you have employees with different work patterns, you can’t rely on a single static
fraction unless your pay is truly uniform across the period.

This is where teams get tempted to “approximate” based on the total days in a pay period. It can be defensible if
pay is salary-based and accrual is simply pro-rated by calendar days. It becomes shaky if compensation is driven
by actual hours, overtime premiums, commissions, or variable allowances.

If you pay hourly employees with time-based earnings, allocation should be driven by hours earned per day or per
week, not by semi monthly pay schedule calendar days alone. If your payroll system can produce earned hour
breakdowns by date, you can allocate accurately. If it cannot, you need a method that’s transparent and
repeatable.

Data accuracy risks unique to each schedule
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Every schedule has edge cases. The difference is which ones show up more often.

Semi-monthly accuracy risks

Semi-monthly setups can break when people assume “the 15th is always a clean boundary.” It is clean for dates,
but not necessarily for time entry systems.

Common semi-monthly pitfalls include:

employees clocking late on the cutoff date and the time entry landing after payroll processing

systems using timestamps that run past midnight, causing a time entry to be booked to the wrong day

PTO rules that treat certain days differently (for example, company holidays versus scheduled workdays)

retroactive changes that adjust days already “closed” by the semi-monthly period

Because the schedule repeats predictably, teams often respond slowly to corrections. They assume the next payroll
run will fix it, but if you have month-end closing pressure, you might need a mid-cycle adjustment earlier than
expected.

Biweekly accuracy risks

Biweekly setups can break when month-end and quarter-end reconciliation is treated as a routine afterthought.
The main issue is drift.

Common biweekly pitfalls:

accruals that are based on payroll payment date rather than earned date

journal entries that rely on assumptions about which days “should” fall in each month

inconsistent use of the pay period calendar across systems (for example, payroll uses one calendar definition,
accounting uses another)

retro pay that lands in a different pay period than the original earnings, confusing allocation

A small but painful example: if a correction occurs after the pay period has already been closed for one month, you
might reclassify amounts across months even though the employee earned them during an earlier span. This can
lead to expense swings that surprise finance and, occasionally, managers.

Choosing between them based on your operational reality
There is no universal answer, but there are clear signs that one cadence will create fewer headaches in your
environment.

A good way to think about it is: what do you already do well?

If your time entry culture and approval deadlines are weekly, biweekly can fit naturally, even if accounting
needs allocation work.

If your financial close is month-centric and you already enforce mid-month cutoffs, semi-monthly can reduce
the number of “split period” allocations.

Here are practical indicators that help, based on what teams typically struggle with:

If your payroll is mostly salary with simple pro-ration rules, semi-monthly tends to be easier to align
with monthly financials.



If you have variable pay based on actual hours or daily work, biweekly can be manageable, but you
need strong earned-date allocation.

If corrections and retroactivity are frequent, whatever schedule you choose, you need a strong audit trail
and consistent reprocessing rules.

If your compliance reporting is tied tightly to monthly or quarterly boundaries, semi-monthly often
reduces drift, but biweekly can still work with careful allocation.

When I’ve seen teams “win” with the less convenient cadence, it’s because their systems produce the data needed
for accurate allocation and their close process is disciplined.

A small checklist for keeping recordkeeping accurate
This is the part that prevents surprises, regardless of schedule. It is not about paperwork volume, it is about
operational clarity.

Keep a single source of truth for pay period start and end dates, and ensure payroll and accounting reference
the same calendar.

Store time entries with timestamps and approval metadata, so you can reconstruct what was known at payroll
run time.

Define a consistent earned-date allocation method for hours or salary pro-ration when periods span months.

Document retro pay rules, including whether the correction is reversed and re-run or adjusted as a separate
entry.

During month-end close, reconcile what payroll posted versus what it should have posted based on earned
dates, not payment dates.

If those items are in place, the schedule becomes a manageable input rather than an ongoing source of error.

Reconciliation approaches that do not collapse under pressure
Even with good recordkeeping, you will need reconciliation. The trick is to design it so it doesn’t fall apart when
data changes, time is missing, or payroll corrections appear.

One approach that works well is to reconcile at two layers:

1. Operational reconciliation: Verify that the payroll run correctly captured time entries for the pay period. This
is where you check completeness, approvals, and obvious outliers.

2. Financial reconciliation: Allocate the captured earnings to the correct month or accounting period, then
verify ledger totals against expected totals.

For semi-monthly, the operational reconciliation often benefits from stable cutoff points that match how time
entry is reviewed. For biweekly, operational reconciliation is similar, but the reconciliation “span” crosses month
boundaries more often, so the financial layer needs to be ready for variability.

Here is a more tactical way to think about financial reconciliation when you use either schedule:

For salary pro-ration, allocate using consistent day-count logic that matches your policy, then document it.

For hourly earnings, allocate using earned hours by day or by week, then roll those up into monthly totals.

If your payroll system can provide an earned earnings breakdown by date, use it. If it cannot, you may need to
build a workaround from timesheets rather than rely on rough approximations.



Biweekly can still be accurate, but the method must be explicit. “We’ll just adjust at the end” works until the
adjustment requires a dozen exceptions and multiple retro entries.

Edge cases that demand specific judgment
Schedules are simple until life happens. The edge cases are where accuracy is won or lost.

New hires and terminations

When someone starts mid-period, you need to know whether pay is computed based on worked dates, paid days,
or a fixed proration rule. With semi-monthly, the “mid-month start” may consistently land in one of the two
periods, which reduces ambiguity. With biweekly, the start might fall anywhere relative to month boundaries,
making allocation to monthly financials more complex.

The recordkeeping requirement stays the same: you must be able to show what dates were included and how the
system calculated the pay for those dates.

Time entry cutoffs

Many organizations set time entry deadlines like “timesheets due by 5 PM two business days before payday.” The
schedule affects what “before payday” means. With biweekly, the deadline shifts around month-end because
payday shifts. If managers submit late timesheets and payroll runs anyway, you must have a consistent policy for
how late entries get handled, and how they are accounted for.

The most dangerous outcome is silent carryover. If late entries are included in a later payroll but posted to an
incorrect month without adjustment, your monthly reporting drifts.

Retroactive changes

Retro pay is where audits go from tedious to painful. The schedule affects retro pay because the correction might
belong to a prior pay period, but the system will process it in the current run unless you design reprocessing logic.

If you have frequent retro activity, consider whether your recordkeeping includes a “reason code” for the retro
adjustment and whether that code flows to accounting. It does not have to be complicated, but it must exist in a
way you can retrieve later.

Semi-monthly may reduce the number of periods you need to reopen for an average correction, simply because
periods are more aligned with month structure. Biweekly might require more monthly splits. Either way, the policy
needs to be explicit.

What I’d watch for in your current setup
If you’re deciding between semi-monthly and biweekly, or if you’re cleaning up a current process, there are a few
“signals” that point to the likely risk area.

Do you routinely do month-end journal entries that feel larger than expected?

That can indicate allocation mismatch or reliance on payment date posting.

Are finance and HR reconciling different numbers at month-end?

That usually means they are using different definitions of the pay period calendar, or one side is using earned
dates and the other is using run dates.



Do managers complain about “my team is getting paid on a date that feels late” near month-end?

That can happen when work performed in the last days of a month belongs to a pay period that pays in the
next month. People experience cash timing differently than accounting does.

When corrections happen, do you lose time tracking down what changed and why?

That indicates insufficient audit trail, not just schedule complexity.

The schedule matters, but the real differentiator is how well your systems and people can explain the numbers
after the fact.

Two quick comparison points that matter most
If you only remember a couple of contrasts, remember these.

First, semi-monthly tends to create more consistent mapping to months because the period boundaries are fixed
relative to the month. That usually reduces the number of “split allocations,” especially for salary pro-ration and
mid-month events.

Second, biweekly tends to create more consistent mapping to weeks, which can improve operational alignment for
time collection and approvals. The trade-off is more frequent splits across months, which forces accounting to do
earned-date allocation more carefully.

Neither is automatically better. The better choice is the one that matches your ability to allocate accurately and
keep a clear audit trail.

Practical guidance for recordkeeping regardless of cadence
If you’re building or improving recordkeeping, aim for repeatability. The best processes are boring in the best way,
they work the same way every month and you can test them.

A few principles that hold for both semi-monthly and biweekly:

Treat the pay period calendar as configuration, not trivia. Everyone who touches payroll-related data should
reference the same calendar.

Ensure time entries are reconstructable. Not just “the final approved hours,” but the record of what was
submitted and when it was approved.

Keep allocation logic documented and consistent. A spreadsheet someone made once in March might work
until it does not. Document it so a new analyst can replicate it.

Build a correction workflow that ties back to the original dates of earnings. Retro pay should not be a mystery,
even if it is inconvenient.

These practices reduce the likelihood that a schedule decision turns into ongoing manual cleanup.

When the “wrong” schedule still works
You might have inherited a schedule that does not align perfectly with your accounting rhythm. That does not
mean you’re stuck. It means you need stronger translation and reconciliation.

I’ve seen teams run biweekly successfully in heavily month-based financial reporting environments. The difference
was a robust earned-date allocation step, plus a routine reconciliation that compared ledger postings to expected



totals for each month semi monthly vs bi weekly based on earned hours. Once that was stable, nobody worried
about payroll drift anymore.

Similarly, semi-monthly can be successful in operational environments that care about weekly patterns, as long as
you don’t assume the calendar boundaries automatically match how work is captured in time systems.

In other words, the schedule can be imperfect and still accurate, provided the recordkeeping and allocation
methods are disciplined.

Final thought on accuracy: the schedule is just the beginning
Semi-monthly and biweekly are not competing philosophies so much as different ways of slicing time. The slicing
creates different boundary conditions, and those boundary conditions determine what your systems need to
record so you can allocate and reconcile confidently.

If your recordkeeping is clear enough to answer, “Which dates were included, how were they valued, and where
did the dollars land in the ledger?” then the cadence becomes a manageable operational detail. If those answers
require guesswork, you will spend more time fixing numbers than improving decisions.

Take the time to align your pay period calendar, earned-date allocation method, and audit trail now, and the
accuracy benefits show up later, during close, during audits, and when someone finally asks the question you’ve
been avoiding: “why did this month not match what we expected?”
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