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For MJ Tocci






CHAPTER 1 The No Club


Five women sat around the table at a local restaurant with two bottles of wine. We wondered who would be the first to admit her life was out of control. We didn’t know one another well, but we all had one thing in common—we were drowning in our jobs and were suffering both personally and professionally.

Brenda filled our glasses as Linda dove in: “I asked you all here because I need help and I think you might too. I am completely overwhelmed with work. I’ve lost control of my time. I can’t keep up with everything, and more stuff just keeps coming at me. Every time someone asks me to do something, I want to say no, but I feel like I can’t. I’m a mess. Is it just me?” The rest of us simultaneously answered, “No!” We looked at one another and let that sink in. This became the first of many meetings of The No Club.

It all had started two weeks earlier, the day Linda realized that she just couldn’t keep up with her work load. Here’s how she remembers it:

I finally had it. My calendar was filled with back-to-back meetings that left me almost no time for research. I’m a professor of economics at Carnegie Mellon University, so research is not only a key part of my job, it is the primary factor in my performance evaluation. That means the amount of time I spend on research really matters, so it is critical that I schedule “non-teaching” days to focus on my research.

On one of my non-teaching days, the morning started with a rush as I ran to and from meetings. I noticed my across-the-hall colleague, George, sitting at his desk every time I passed by. He didn’t move all day. I couldn’t understand how he managed to spend so much time in his office, and when he joked about how much running around I did, I asked what his schedule for the day was like. He showed me his calendar, and as I compared it to mine, I was shocked.



	 

	LINDA’S DAY

	GEORGE’S DAY




	8:30–10:30

	Institutional review board meeting

	Research




	10:30–12:00

	Curriculum committee meeting

	Research




	12:00–1:30

	Student presentation

	Student presentation




	1:30–2:00

	Interview with reporter

	Research




	2:00–3:00

	Executive education meeting

	Research




	3:00–4:00

	Research

	Research




	4:00–5:00

	Prepare talk for women’s group

	Research




	5:00–6:00

	Faculty meeting

	Faculty meeting





Out of the entire day, I had one hour devoted to research, while George had seven. He had only two non-research commitments, where I had seven! How was his schedule so focused on research—a critical part of both of our jobs—when mine wasn’t? I looked at all the things on my calendar and realized that I had agreed to every single one of them. How did this happen? I needed an intervention, so I reached out to four of my friends for help.


February 12, 2010 1:15 PM

Hi Brenda, Lise, Laurie, and MJ:

This email is to invite you to the inaugural meeting of the “I Just Can’t Say No Club.” I’ve decided to start this club so that a group of smart women can have a few drinks and talk about the difficulties we all have in saying no to things that we ought to. This is one of the hardest things I face and I think we can all help each other out a lot on this. Since I know that none of you can say no to my invitation, please fill out the form at the following link that will let me know what days you can come to the inaugural meeting. I thought we’d meet at 5 p.m., say at the Union Grill, but I’m always willing to start drinking early.

I think this will be really helpful and at the very least, all you cool women will get to meet each other.

Thanks!

Linda



Then I got nervous: I was the only one who knew everyone, and I was having second thoughts about whether this could work. I had chosen each woman for a reason: Brenda and I were close, having worked together for years. An associate dean in the public policy school at Carnegie Mellon (CMU), Brenda was always the first person to offer to help, which was great for everyone but her. I noticed she was doing a lot of work that no one else would do, and she wasn’t getting credit for it. I had also asked Lise, a fellow economics professor at the University of Pittsburgh, because we bonded on a plane ride home from a gender conference at Harvard. During that flight, I was surprised to learn how much stress she had managing her workload, since she is a prolific scholar and seemed to have it all together. Laurie, a professor in Carnegie Mellon’s business school, and I shared an interest in negotiation research, and we’d taught a course together. Laurie was another person who seemed to have everything under control—but I suspected that she might not. MJ and I had met doing a project with the Women and Girls Foundation. She was a major contributor to women’s organizations in our region, and people always wanted her expertise for free. Because she ran her own consulting business, she relied on opportunities for visibility, but was spread too thin. Everyone agreed to join.

Brenda was excited. When she told her husband about the club, he laughed. He said, “Perfect group for you. Do you know that any time anyone asks you anything, you say ‘happy to’ before they even put the question mark on the end of the sentence?” She hadn’t realized that she did this and was surprised, because she thought of herself as decisive and, frankly, no pushover. She had spent decades in executive-level positions in the private sector and higher education. She had consulted with Fortune 100 companies, founded Carnegie Mellon’s campus in Australia (the first foreign university in the country), and overseen the creation and growth of a number of master’s programs. With all that experience, you’d think she’d be able to prioritize and manage her workload, but she was overwhelmed with work, and her plate never got emptier. An early riser by nature, she was getting up even earlier, sending emails at four thirty a.m., just to keep from getting even further backlogged. She figured she had nothing to lose by joining the club, and for the next week, paid attention to how she responded to requests. Her husband was right; she said yes immediately and often.

Lise didn’t respond to the email for several days because she was too busy. She was teaching a full load, recruiting new faculty for her own department and for the public policy school, and supervising projects for eight PhD students. Having agreed to serve on the editorial boards of four different academic journals, she was, to put it mildly, struggling. Plus, with a three-year research grant from the National Science Foundation, her pile of work was towering. She spent her days playing whack-a-mole to free up her calendar and sleepless nights compiling to-do lists. She had been juggling too many things for too long. While the club seemed like the right group for her, she wasn’t sure she had the time—and because of that, she knew she needed to join. She emailed Linda letting her know she’d be there.

Laurie was pretty sure she didn’t have a problem saying no. She knew she was doing a lot, but thought her workload was fine. She was organized and capable, managing her time reasonably well. She had a busy research agenda, writing papers and book chapters, while advising doctoral students and teaching three MBA courses. She was also serving as president of a new professional association and leading the design and delivery of a leadership training center for the MBA program, but she felt she could handle it. She kept a detailed set of work, family, and personal calendars to keep track of everything, and if it wasn’t in her calendar, it didn’t get done. She acknowledged that she was stretched thin and wasn’t sure whether that was by choice or happenstance. She didn’t think she needed the help, but since she and Linda were friends, and this would be an opportunity to meet new people, she figured what the hell, why not.

MJ was an attorney who spent the early part of her career as a prosecutor in San Francisco, named one of California’s most effective prosecutors by California Lawyer magazine. She and her family moved east, where she founded Fulcrum Advisors to teach lawyers how to try cases effectively and worked with law firms and corporations to recruit, retain, and promote talented women. MJ was involved with dozens of women’s and community organizations, and she had a reputation for getting things done, which meant she received endless requests for her expertise. She rarely said no because she felt that the stakes were high with the work she was doing. She was very good at calling out BS anytime she saw it—and she saw it plenty with us—but like the rest of us, she decided to join the club because she realized she needed to be called out herself. Most often, this was for agreeing to give yet another talk (for free) to a women’s group. MJ jumped into Linda’s invite with gusto. “I’m in! I never turn anyone down and it’s all too much. An hour ago, I said maybe to someone when I should have said no. Our meeting isn’t soon enough for me!”

During the dreariest time in Pittsburgh, winter, in 2010, we kicked off our inaugural I Just Can’t Say No Club meeting at a cozy restaurant where we could get a meal and $10 bottles of wine (really!). We went around the table sharing, or actually, confessing. We each described the things we had agreed to when we were asked (this turned out to be a lengthy list for all of us), and then contrasted that with what we had said no to (these were very short lists). We asked one another for advice on how to say no, since we found it so hard to do. Wanting to get a better handle on our workload, we knew the extra support from the group would help, so we agreed to meet every few weeks. We left the meeting feeling unburdened and exhilarated. None of us realized what a transformative experience this would become for each of us. This first meeting laid the groundwork for us to grow personally and was the tiny spark that lit our significant research agenda, led us to mentor women and consult with companies—and then, finally, to write this book and share what we learned to help other women address their struggles too.

Our meetings were a high point for us. Well, sort of. We were serious about holding ourselves accountable for taking on too much work, so as we went around the table, each admitting our latest bad choice, we were anxious and embarrassed and, at times, shed tears. Divulging that you had made the same mistake four times in a row was difficult. Worse was when everyone else at the table, except for you, saw what you had done. We first took comfort in the fact that four other women were similarly overwhelmed and were relieved to have each other to try to figure it out. Then we started to question why we found ourselves in this position—and realized that many others did, too; perhaps even you.

We came to every club meeting ready to bare our souls and support one another. We were fully invested in one another’s success. MJ stood out in this regard. She was our heart, the truth teller in the group. She had a way of arching one eyebrow that stopped you midsentence, and you knew right away that you had taken on too much. But we were in for some terrible news. Shortly after we started the club, MJ was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. She spent four years undergoing treatment; we cheered at every sign of progress and marveled at her grace and fancy new hairdos. Through her treatment, MJ continued to come to club meetings and contribute to our burgeoning research agenda. She kept up with her professional work, while fully invested in the club. She told us how much our work meant to her and how the club held a piece of her heart. We were devastated to lose her on February 15, 2014. We mourned together, wondering what the club would be like without her. We felt incomplete and unfinished without her smile that lit up the room and her personality that felt as big as the world. For months, we stumbled even more than we had previously. It took time to reestablish ourselves. While we grieved the loss of our friend, we also wanted to do right by her. MJ’s legacy of helping women succeed in the workplace gave our club a greater purpose. In working through our own struggles, we understood why other women were struggling as well, and we began to see how to improve that. Doing right by MJ meant that we had to carry on, for women more broadly and for ourselves. We were still a work in progress, and picturing MJ’s arched eyebrow as we continued to say yes and overcommit kept us moving forward. We began to think of her as a guardian angel, albeit a sardonic one, who still would call us out for bad decisions.

One such moment came when an academic journal offered Lise an editorial position. Professors are expected to accept these types of invitations to pay it back to the profession. Being an editor adds many hours of work per week, on top of your regular job, and offers limited compensation or support. Lise already was serving on several other editorial boards, and the new editorship would take even more time away from her research. At a club meeting, Lise shared how torn she was, offering many reasons why she should take the position. The rest of us could see she was already overloaded, so another editorial position would make her big pile even higher. We were adamant that she had to say no, especially since she already had the visibility and work of several other editorial boards. So what did she do? She said yes, and as expected, the decision haunted her. More than a year went by as she carved out evenings and weekends to review manuscripts, delaying her research, and she struggled to keep up with her teaching and departmental obligations. It was obvious to us all, including her, that she had taken on too much. But how could she reverse the decision? Wouldn’t that be even worse than having said no in the first place? A club meeting made her see the light: While it might be terrifying to resign, saving her sanity was more important. She resigned, and we toasted her at the next club meeting.

Our progress was slow, but we were learning. We realized that we said yes to requests from others far too often. Rather than being strategic about where to focus our attention, we were running around trying to fulfill other people’s needs and expectations. We each made a list of the work we were drowning in. Much of it didn’t seem critical to our jobs—like serving on a committee to select the company’s new online calendar system, identifying a new travel vendor, providing feedback on new risk mitigation procedures. We dubbed these “crappy tasks” and were surprised by how often we were asked to do this type of work, and how quick we were to take it on.

Elizabeth Blackburn, former president of the Salk Institute, observed: “Often these situations which go on in a woman’s career—workplace situations—they don’t seem big. But I heard someone say a marvelous thing in this context: ‘A ton of feathers still weighs a ton.’ ” The number of yesses—small as each was—had the cumulative effect of becoming a very heavy weight for us to carry. We felt overwhelmed and buried by all of these seemingly unimportant tasks, convinced that we were “just getting by” on some things and doing a bad job on others. While we were sprinting and often working very long hours, we were not keeping up with the work that mattered for our careers.

With time, we realized that what we considered crappy tasks weren’t necessarily crappy. What was a slog to us was quite important to our organizations. For example, putting together the class schedule for the entire school fell to Brenda for years, even though technically assigned to both her and a male colleague. Arranging each semester’s schedule well matters, and it’s complicated to pull off because there are lots of moving parts. Required courses can’t all be at the same time, otherwise students can’t take them; a seminar class needs a room where tables and chairs can be moved around; faculty want to teach all their classes on the same days so they can set the other days aside for research. So scheduling is important to students and faculty and to the smooth functioning of the university, but no one really knows what goes into it, and no one cares—unless it goes badly. It took Brenda a great deal of time to ensure it didn’t go badly, but it had no bearing on her career advancement. The task was critical to the organization, but wasn’t going to earn her praise, a raise, or a promotion. It was invisible unless she messed it up.

We started to call these crappy tasks non-promotable because while they were important to our organizations, they took time away from the work that was core to our jobs and mattered for our advancement. In some cases, like Brenda’s, the task was invisible. Other times they didn’t require any unique skills or capabilities; someone—anyone—just needed to take them on. You might recognize non-promotable tasks (NPTs) in your own job: maybe you prepare a presentation deck, organize the charity fundraiser, screen the summer interns, take on the time-consuming but low-revenue client, or simply help others with their work.

We noticed that many of our coworkers didn’t seem to be bogged down with these types of dead-end assignments, and often looked like they were getting a free ride. We wanted what they had—more time for promotable tasks. We didn’t really understand the root of the problem (blame the wine), but we thought that if we just stopped saying yes, our lives would improve.

As it turns out, the club was a game changer in developing our individual ability to say no. We were so pleased with our progress that we renamed ourselves The No Club to reflect our growth. Together we learned to identify NPTs, and we honed strategies to say “no.” When any one of us waffled, the others pointed out the problem in concrete terms, gave advice on an approach, and helped instill the confidence to say no. We offered scripts for responses to requests, practiced role-playing, and prepared for possible pushback. With one another’s help, we started to develop our “no” muscles—and we got better at saying it—which carved out room for more promotable work. Pleased that we’d gotten so good at saying no, we were disappointed to discover that when we said no, the task was most often reassigned to another woman.

Saying no wasn’t the solution—the problem of non-promotable work was bigger than that. Wanting to learn more, we looked for research on this topic. We wanted to understand who was doing non-promotable tasks and why, but finding only limited literature, we started our own initiative, sketching out questions and hypotheses. We undertook studies at the University of Pittsburgh Experimental Economics Laboratory (PEEL), interviewed women across industries and jobs, conducted surveys, and worked closely with organizations to gather data and understand their experience with the problem.

In our own and others’ work, we found substantive and overwhelming evidence that women more than men are tasked with non-promotable work. Less saddled with these tasks, men have the freedom to concentrate on work that helps them advance, while women’s careers are stalled or stymied. In exploring why this might be, our pioneering research uncovered two drivers. First, we ask women more often than we ask men to do such tasks. Second, when we ask, women are more likely to agree than men are. Importantly, we discovered that the key explanation for these drivers lies in the collective expectation that women, more than men, will do the unrewarded and non-promotable work. This finding not only pointed to effective solutions, but also made clear that women cannot tackle this problem on their own. It is an organizational problem. And it is in the interest of organizations to address it.

Our book shows that non-promotable work has a negative effect on women’s careers and lives, but also a detrimental impact on the productivity and profitability of their organizations. Fixing the distribution of non-promotable assignments is in the interest of both employees and organizations, and we show how this can be solved in a coordinated fashion—bottom up and top down, with women initiating the charge and their organizations taking ownership of the change.

As we talked about our research on NPTs, we began hearing from other women who shared stories of their struggles and feelings of helplessness. So many stories. We’ve included some in these pages to show how non-promotable tasks affected them and to help you reflect on how it may be hurting you. These women represent different industries, jobs, experience levels, races, and socioeconomic backgrounds. In order to tell their stories without potential reprisal, we’ve changed their names and sometimes identifying details (like their industry or job title). In our stories, we identify a woman’s race only when she told us that it affected her experience. All of these very personal examples helped us understand the impact of NPTs, and we hope they’re helpful to you too.

Being trusted with these women’s stories is humbling, and telling them through this book has been a labor of love. We want to share our collective stories and research to move the needle on gender equity. Women’s excessive load of non-promotable work is the anchor that has been holding them back, and we will share with you the straightforward solutions for freeing them of this work. It took us ten years to understand the challenges surrounding the distribution of non-promotable work and find solutions. Through our research and work with organizations, we learned a lot about what works and what doesn’t, and we will share the effective and easily implemented solutions with you. But we want to be explicit that none of our solutions suggest that women should fix themselves because:

Women aren’t the problem.

Organizational practices are.

So this is not a fix-the-women book. Instead, we focus on how individual women and their allies, working with their organizations, can systematically address the problem and help both women and their organizations reach their potential.

This book is also the story of our journey of personal exploration, where we learned about NPTs and how to handle them in our own careers, and, more importantly, how we set about addressing changes that organizations can make to help all women. We recognize that we are a group of women who have worked hard to achieve success in our roles. But we’re also women who have been lucky to have gone to good schools and grown up in supportive communities, and who have jobs that provide a stable and comfortable life, as tenured professors or high-level university leaders, all white women not facing systemic racism or classism at the same time. We believe that our challenges with non-promotable work apply to all women, while also recognizing that they are much more severe for women with less privilege than we have.

Our book is focused on gender, but it would be a mistake to take a monolithic approach to the topic. Women differ in myriad ways, and we discuss how specific subsets of women experience NPTs differently when we have research that supports that distinction. The research on NPTs is still in its infancy, and so there is scant data that provides a nuanced understanding of how other aspects of identity, such as race and class, intersect with gender regarding NPTs. We attempt to supplement this deficit through the many stories we heard from a diverse set of women.

Now is the time to provide women with relief from carrying a too-heavy load of non-promotable work. We suspect you’re tired and burned out just like we were. We can help. Stick with us through these pages and we’ll guide you through assessing what type of work matters in your organization, understanding your own NPTs, and developing tactics to change what’s not working for you. We’ll also help you become a catalyst for change within your own organization so you can help solve the problem for both yourself and other women. Working together, we can redistribute work and take critical and overdue steps to put a stop to women’s dead-end work and finally achieve gender equity in the workplace.






CHAPTER 2 What Are Non-Promotable Tasks?


A third-year associate at a prestigious regional law firm, Francesca loved her job, especially the client work. She was thrilled when her boss gave her a lot of positive feedback and asked her to assist in the summer associate interview process. She felt flattered that he trusted her judgment with managing the pipeline into the firm—soliciting and reviewing résumés, providing input on who to interview and scheduling those interviews, and summarizing the feedback from the interviewers. She assumed this opportunity could only help in the promotion process.

What Francesca didn’t realize was how time-consuming the summer associate program would be. For the next three years, her recruitment efforts kept her billable hours on the low side, but she excelled at both recruiting associates and her client work, and felt confident that she was on track for promotion. It wasn’t until her sixth-year review that she understood she was in trouble. While she got a bump in salary, her feedback was mixed, and her boss explained that her path to equity partnership would be tricky. Her work was solid, but she was behind target in billable hours, and so they weren’t cashing in on her legal expertise.

The law firm appreciated Francesca’s efforts in screening summer associates, but this task was of lesser consequence than her client work. Even though her boss had asked her to help with hiring, it didn’t count as much as other work did. That was when she understood that all tasks are not equal, even those you are asked to do and that need to be done. What mattered most to Francesca’s organization was client-facing work and billable hours—that was the ticket to success. While hiring summer associates contributed to the firm, it was not tied directly to the criteria for promotion—bringing in revenue or expanding the client base—and it was secondary to the firm’s overall objectives.

Although the four of us are more senior than Francesca, we still resonate with her plight. Over the last decade, we’ve given talks about our club and our associated research to all kinds of audiences—employees in companies, women’s professional associations, organizational leaders, academic colleagues, and numerous conferences. At these events, women like Francesca often share their stories with us, and we can’t help but see ourselves in them. We, too, were spending a lot of time on tasks important to our organization but not to our careers. In the early days of our club meetings, we talked a lot about this work, but the more we talked, the more questions we had. What were the characteristics of the tasks that seemed to drag us down? Could we identify them? If they mattered to our organizations, then why weren’t they rewarded? What were the consequences of doing the work, and why were we the ones doing so much of it? Throughout this book, we will address these questions, but first let’s identify and better understand this unrewarded work.


Non-Promotable Tasks

We created a name for this type of work: non-promotable tasks.

A non-promotable task matters to your organization

but will not help you advance your career.

We use the word “advance” quite broadly to encompass a multitude of outcomes, like earning a promotion, improving your performance evaluation, getting plum assignments, increasing your compensation, and enhancing your marketability for other jobs.

Non-promotable tasks exist in all types of jobs, not just office jobs. Take Sally, who is a bartender at Rudy’s Bar & Grill. Serving drinks and treating customers well generates revenue for Rudy’s and tips for Sally; those are promotable tasks for a bartender. When a new bartender is hired, Rudy assigns an experienced employee to train the new person to ensure that everyone knows what they’re doing from the start. Bartenders work together in a tight space and need to coordinate to promptly serve customers, avoid collisions behind the bar, and be consistent in crafting signature cocktails. Being asked to onboard a new hire is a vote of confidence, but at the same time, you don’t serve as many customers when you train someone, so you make fewer tips per hour. Sally is always asked to train new employees, and when she does, she loses part of that shift’s income. For Sally, training others is a non-promotable task. Rudy’s Bar & Grill benefits because it has a well-trained bartender, but Sally doesn’t—she makes less money. And even though Rudy appreciates Sally’s efforts, this task is overlooked when he assesses employees’ performance, and is treated as less important because it isn’t directly linked to sales. Like Francesca’s, Sally’s promotable work is sacrificed for the non-promotable.

It’s clear that organizations recognize that some tasks are important but unrewarded. In a 2021 report, McKinsey & Company, in partnership with Lean In, conducted an extensive survey of 423 organizations and 65,000 employees about issues related to women in the workplace. Eighty-seven percent of companies reported that employees’ work to support their co-workers’ well-being was critical to the functioning of the organization, yet only 25 percent of companies reported that such work was formally recognized in performance evaluations. The same is true for diversity, equity, and inclusion work, where 70 percent of companies reported that this work was critical to the organization yet only 24 percent of companies reported that such work was formally recognized.

While we talk of work being promotable and non-promotable, in truth, most tasks carry some element of promotability, but the degree varies. Imagine them on a continuum:


[image: Image]


The more promotable a task, the more likely it is to advance your career in terms of pay, performance evaluations, assignments, promotions, and status. This positive impact can occur now or in the future.

The Currency of Your Organization Determines the Promotability of Your Tasks

Before you can determine a task’s promotability, you need to know what your organization cares about most, which is its currency. All organizations focus keenly on accomplishing their objectives, and a task that closely aligns to an organization’s goals has high currency. Conversely, a task that is less important to the organization’s goals will have low currency. What does that mean, exactly? The objectives of for-profit companies are easy to see: the pursuit of profits, market share, and growth, and the activities most directly tied to these objectives have the highest value to the company. For a consulting firm, it is bringing in high-revenue clients; for a pharmaceutical company, developing the latest breakthrough drug; for a retail store, increasing customer traffic and improving sales; for a restaurant, quickly turning over tables. You get the idea.

Nonprofit organizations typically have objectives that are less quantifiable, but still well-defined, and reflected in the organization’s mission statement, like this one from our zoo in Pittsburgh:


The Pittsburgh Zoo & PPG Aquarium strives to foster positive, lifelong connections between animals and people. Whether through our exhibits, educational programs, or our many conservation projects, our goal is to make certain the Earth remains a suitable home for all life by our discovery of the interconnectedness of the natural world.



We can infer that the zoo most values tasks that educate an increasing number of visitors about the natural world and conserve endangered and threatened species, along with ones that raise money to support the organization. That’s their currency.

At the end of this chapter, we will walk you through a series of steps to identify your organization’s currency. You’ll look at what your organization measures, what it shares as important news, and what it celebrates, so you can understand what it values. Once you identify your organization’s currency, you can evaluate which of your tasks are promotable and which are non-promotable.

How Do You Know If a Task Is Promotable?

If you are a police detective, you know exactly what is promotable: solving crimes. A hospital nurse’s promotable tasks center on patient care. For an architect, it’s designing buildings and attracting clients. Tasks that are highly promotable for you will depend on your job, skills, and level of experience, as well as your organization’s objectives. Moreover, what moves you forward today might not next year, because what is promotable changes as you develop new skills, advance, and take on new duties.

You need to understand which of your tasks are promotable now. How? You could look to your job description, but most job descriptions are just a broad blueprint of the work typically done in your position and do not provide the level of detail you need to determine the promotability of the tasks you do. You could ask your boss, but they might not be aware of every task you undertake or be willing to discuss what is more promotable. You could look at your performance evaluation form for clues, but that is likely lacking as well—it often outlines the expectations of how work will be performed, but may not go into detail of what work should be performed. You need to understand which tasks matter to your success, and, just as importantly, which don’t. Since no document defines what is and isn’t promotable, you’ll need to find out yourself. To help you do that, let’s look at the task characteristics we have identified that differentiate promotable tasks from non-promotable ones.


Promotable Tasks Are Instrumental to Increasing the Organization’s Currency

No matter what your job is, some of your tasks align more closely with and have greater impact on your organization’s currency. Tina is a real estate agent who works for a commercial and residential real estate company. The best use of Tina’s time is to make contacts and sell retail space and homes, because it is more central to her company’s business than, say, the task of archiving property photos for the website. Tina can have an even bigger impact on her company’s success if she is able to sell new mall space to Target. Bringing in that level of revenue from a prestigious client matters a lot to her employer. For Tina, the sale of a home is promotable, and a commercial sale to a name-brand client is highly promotable, whereas archiving photos is low in promotability.

Promotable Tasks Are Visible to Others

The more visible a task, the more likely it is to be promotable because other people can directly see your efforts or the impact of your efforts. The nature of the task itself can make it more visible. If you work for an auto dealership, selling an extended warranty for a new car is promotable because your name is on the sales contract. In a manufacturing firm, if you develop a new product line that has the potential to boost revenue, then the tracked sales data make your efforts visible and the work promotable.

How work is performed also influences its visibility. If you give a presentation at your company, it will be more promotable if your boss is in the audience than if she never learns about it. Working remotely erodes our knowledge of who is doing what, and with the pandemic-induced surge in such work, tasks that were visible and easily attributed to you in the office may no longer be.


Promotable Tasks Often Require Specialized Skills That Can Differentiate You from Others

Sometimes, employees are hired because they fill a skills gap in the organization. If you are that employee, then completing tasks that require your unique talents is the best use of your time for the organization—and for you. Think of a surgeon who is highly adept at removing cancerous cells from the throat. She would not be as valuable to her hospital if she spent her days performing tonsillectomies, a more common procedure that many other surgeons can do. Even though tonsillectomies are promotable, cancer surgery is more promotable.

Tasks that Prepare You for Future Promotable Work Are Indirectly Promotable

The three characteristics above directly influence the promotability of a task. Other tasks can indirectly influence it; those that allow you to develop your skills have the potential to enhance your future success. Think of them as investments, with a payoff down the road. At a technology company we worked with, programmers reviewed others’ code, and while this task was not immediately promotable, it allowed them to learn alternative approaches to programming. By improving their programming skills, they were on the path to advance to more promotable work.

Tasks that Improve Your Access to Future Promotable Work Are Indirectly Promotable

Some tasks introduce you to important people in your organization or deepen your relationships with them—these tasks can be indirectly promotable. Laurie was asked to serve on a university committee to review and recommend academic practices to enhance students’ success. The topic mattered to everyone on campus and was a key initiative of the provost but was not directly promotable for a faculty member. Laurie led multiple public meetings where she presented the committee’s recommendations, responded to questions, and helped steer the sometimes-heated discussion that ensued, and made a strong case for change. The provost hadn’t worked with her before and was impressed with her abilities. He later became president of the university and asked her to serve as interim provost. Her non-promotable committee work gave her access to a new and important relationship, which in turn provided her new opportunities.

While this experience advanced Laurie’s career, we want to caution that an outcome like hers is actually pretty rare. For every time an “opportunity” benefited Laurie’s career, there were handfuls of times that they went unrewarded. There can be future value in taking on tasks that provide you with high-level visibility and showcase your skills; you just need to choose them carefully. (More on this in Chapter 8.)

Now that you have a better sense of the characteristics of tasks high in promotability, let’s look at the flip side: non-promotable tasks that matter to your organization but will not advance your career.

How Do You Identify a Non-Promotable Task?

Non-promotable tasks (NPTs) do not help you succeed and, while your organization benefits, doing too many will put you at a disadvantage. Harvard Business School professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter coined a term that is a close cousin to NPTs—office housework—which includes tasks such as getting coffee, planning parties, and taking notes. While office housework tasks are indeed NPTs, they are but a small portion of what non-promotable work encompasses. NPTs have the opposite characteristics of promotable tasks and will have some, though perhaps not all, of the characteristics listed below.

Non-Promotable Tasks Are Not Instrumental to Increasing the Organization’s Currency

While performing NPTs matters and may be part of your core responsibilities, your efforts will have less of an impact on the organization’s mission and currency. We keep minutes of meetings so we can track decisions and activities; however, doing so is not instrumental for improving organizational currency. If you are the person taking notes, then you are not able to participate as fully in the meeting, nor are you getting noticed for your expertise, so the task has limited benefits for you. If you spend even more time writing a beautiful summary, you might get a nice thank-you, but that’s about it. Think of Francesca’s work to recruit summer associates at her law firm; this was not closely tied to bringing in revenue and thus was non-promotable.

Non-Promotable Tasks Are Often Not Visible

When work is done behind the scenes and no one knows what you did, you cannot get credit for doing it. Suppose you teach second grade in a large school district. Teachers across the district come to you for advice for teaching reading creatively and effectively. They become better teachers because of you, which is promotable for them, but not you. Your principal has no idea that you spend time doing this because other teachers reach out to you directly. Since this task isn’t visible to your supervisor, it is non-promotable for you.


Non-Promotable Tasks May Not Require Specialized Skills. Many People Can Do Them (Not Just You)

NPTs are often tasks that many people can do. Even after formal training has been completed, new employees may still have questions about anything from workplace norms to how to get reimbursed for a business expense. Almost anyone in your workplace can answer these questions; it doesn’t take any special skill or expertise. The person who helps the new employee helps the organization (and the new person) succeed, but it takes time away from their own promotable work.

The Promotability of Tasks Can Wane Over Time

Sometimes, something that starts as promotable becomes a task that isn’t later on. That’s what happened to Carina, a tax accountant at a boutique firm. A few years ago, some significant and complex changes in tax law affected small businesses, the firm’s primary clientele. Carina wrote up an analysis of the changes and her recommendations, which she shared with the other accountants in her firm. She made the complexities understandable for her colleagues, and Eduardo, the firm’s owner, wasted no time in praising her work. He then asked her to write a monthly internal newsletter to share her insights with the firm. Carina knew she was a good accountant, and she was honored that Eduardo had chosen her to communicate new legal changes. She thought he was recognizing her knowledge and skills. So, once a month she wrote a newsletter to update her colleagues and explain some of the more obscure tax issues. It saved time for her colleagues, but it was a lot of work for her. What made it even more trying was that Carina’s colleagues began asking her for help with their clients because they saw her as the expert. Carina was spending a minimum of ten hours a week on the newsletter and other people’s work—adding a full 25 percent of a normal workweek to her plate. To make room for this extra work, she had to cut back on the time she was spending with clients. Before she knew it, her colleagues’ salary increases were exceeding hers.

What started as a good idea soon spiraled out of control. The initial write-up created a lot of visibility for Carina, but once Eduardo made it part of her job, the additional work the newsletter created soon outweighed its benefit and ended up harming her productivity. We’ve seen this over and over—doing a task one time can initially create visibility, but doing it on a regular basis provides no additional benefit and incurs an ongoing cost.

In our interviews and through our surveys, we’ve collected hundreds of stories from women of all ages and races and across a multitude of industries and occupations. From this work, we’ve compiled our “top ten” most common NPTs. It’s possible you do only some of these tasks. It’s possible that you do them all (though we really hope not). Whether these are non-promotable for you depends on your job. When the task is a core function of your job, it is probably promotable (e.g., editing and proofreading are promotable if you are an editor; recruiting, onboarding, training, and mentoring are promotable if you are in HR).

The No Club’s Top Ten NPTs


	Helping others do their work and filling in when people are absent

	Organizing and coordinating (but not managing) the work of others

	Editing, proofreading, and compiling, especially the work of others

	
Logistical planning and special events

	Governance work, such as safety committees, ethics committees, diversity committees, climate committees, and review committees

	Recruiting

	Resolving conflict among coworkers

	Helping coworkers with their personal problems

	Onboarding, training, and mentoring

	Office housework such as getting coffee and cleaning



These tasks are likely quite familiar as many of them are lauded as positive organizational citizenship behaviors. While these tasks are good for the organization, they are bad for the good citizen whose workday is overloaded with them.

NPTs Are a Problem Hiding in Plain Sight

Once we discovered NPTs, we couldn’t unsee them. They were everywhere. We started talking about NPTs all the time, at lunch with coworkers, out with friends, at home. We got different reactions from the people we spoke with. Some commiserated with our overload of NPTs and eagerly told us their own stories. Other people, usually men, looked at us quizzically, asked why we’d “allowed” ourselves to get in that situation, and told us to “just stop” doing the dead-end work. Through it all, our female friends and colleagues were much more likely to commiserate and share their own stories than our male friends and colleagues. Why was that? Did this issue affect women more than men? We launched our research initiative to find out, and the next chapter dives into what we learned.

Before moving on, you need to figure out which of your tasks are promotable and which are not. To help you do that, we’ve developed exercises from our own experience in diagnosing our own tasks and working with other women. We think you’ll find them eye-opening. They were for us. In the early days of our club, we really hadn’t thought about these questions. In some cases, we didn’t even know the answer (e.g., “Is serving on the ethics committee instrumental to the organization’s currency?”). Once you’ve completed the exercises, take some time to review the results and think about the balance of your promotable and non-promotable work. You’ll see that the exercises in this chapter are a bit of a lift, but they serve as the critical foundation for shorter ones in the rest of the book. If they seem too daunting to complete right now, then keep reading and come back to them later—do what works best for you. After the exercises below, we provide an example of how Maria, a database analyst, assessed her portfolio of promotable and non-promotable work, which you can refer to for guidance as you complete yours.

EXERCISE 1: UNDERSTANDING YOUR MIX OF PROMOTABLE AND NON-PROMOTABLE WORK

These exercises might take some effort, but as with any good training program, the results will be worth it. They helped us understand why we didn’t have enough time in our day to do the work that mattered most to our careers. We want that same awareness for you.

EXERCISE 1.1: What Is Your Organization’s Currency?

Step 1. What does your organization say it values in written documents? Look for information in its mission statement, strategic plan, annual reports to shareholders or other constituents, and any marketing or other materials your organization publishes and disseminates externally (in print or online).

Step 2. What does your organization measure? Review the documents you collected above. What are key performance indicators (KPIs): Sales? Profits? Patents? Patients? Customer satisfaction? Donations? Awareness? We measure what matters. Look at the type of data your organization tracks to calibrate success.

Step 3. What do your organization’s press releases, website, or newsletters share as important news? These communications provide clues to the organization’s values.

Step 4. What work gets noticed the most? What makes your boss or colleagues excited or anxious? What accomplishments are most commonly mentioned in meetings, company-wide emails, and casual conversations? Who gets a pat on the back and why? If your organization is large, focus just on your division or department.

Step 5. Look at your lists in steps 1–4. What are the common themes? They encapsulate what matters most to your organization, its currency.

EXERCISE 1.2: What Do You Do at Work?

Step 1. Start a list of all the tasks you perform. Write down everything you can think of. The tasks do not need to be a formal part of your job to count. Don’t judge them, just list them.

Step 2. It’s likely you won’t be able to remember all the tasks you’ve done, so look at documents to help jog your memory: calendar entries over the past month, email and text correspondence, your job description and recent performance evaluations. Use these sources to add tasks that aren’t on your original list.

Step 3. Combine steps 1 and 2 into the “task” column in the table below, putting similar tasks under a suitable category name. Then list each individual task (sub-tasks) under the category label (you’ll need them later).



	Tasks (Exercise 1.2)

	Hours/week (Exercise 1.3)

	Promotability (Exercises 1.1 and 1.4)




	
Task Category A


	- task 1

	- task 2




	 

	 




	
Task Category B


	- task 1

	- task 2




	 

	 




	
Task Category C


	- task 1

	- task 2




	 

	 





EXERCISE 1.3: How Much Time Do You Spend on Your Tasks?

Step 1. Estimate the time you spend on each of the sub-tasks in a typical week (make your best guess). For tasks you don’t perform on a weekly basis, estimate the amount of time you spend on them in a typical month, then divide by 4 to get a rough weekly estimate.

Step 2. To help you with these estimates, keep a detailed calendar for a full week. Record everything you do for your job (whether at or away from your workplace) and how much time you spend on each activity. Using an online calendar, and entering start and stop times, can help with this step.

Step 3. Add your time estimates to the “hours/week” column in the table.

EXERCISE 1.4: How Promotable Are Your Tasks?

Now it is time to classify your tasks on the promotability continuum.

Step 1. For each task, ask yourself:


	Is the task directly connected to my organization’s currency? Use your analysis from Exercise 1.1 to determine how each of your tasks aligns with the currency of the organization.

	Is my performance on the task visible to others?

	Does the task require specialized skills?

	Does the task let me develop useful skills and/or relationships that could lead to promotable tasks in the future?



Assign each task a value of high, moderate, or low for each of the dimensions (a–d) above. Then look at all your ratings and come up with an overall assessment of the promotability of each task category—high, moderate, or low. Enter them into the “promotability” column in your table. We all have tasks that run the gamut of promotability, so you should see both lows and highs.

Step 2. Seek out additional perspectives on the promotability of your tasks (because you might be wrong or just might not know). Ask your mentor or a colleague who has your back, or if you feel comfortable doing so, set up a meeting with your supervisor to discuss these questions or wait until your performance evaluation. Then update your table in light of the information that you gather on what is promotable for you. These three questions will help frame your discussions:


	Are there certain tasks that I should spend more or less time on?

	What does the organization value most from someone in my position and those above me?

	Are there tasks that the organization pays particular attention to at the time of promotion?



Case Study: Maria’s Assessment of Her Work Portfolio

Maria is a database analyst at a large international company in the fashion industry. In the early days of her job, she was excited to be doing highly technical work: solving complex database system problems, writing algorithms to mine data, and proposing ideas for how to use the information her company collected. Her analyses informed business decisions such as which product lines to continue and which to phase out, whether a particular store location should be closed, and which regions would be prime targets for new retail stores. Maria could answer any question her manager put to her, and this was exactly the kind of work she loved. When we met her, five years into her job, she was less happy than when she started. Swamped with his own work and tight on staff, her boss had gradually assigned Maria more and more administrative work. Early tasks that had been interesting and challenging were gone, now replaced by others that required less intellectual rigor and more time coordinating the work of her peers. As a result, she was becoming less and less satisfied with her job. We suspected that her unhappiness had to do with non-promotable work, and so we used our exercises to see if that was the case.

Maria’s first step was to understand her organization’s currency, following the instructions in Exercise 1.1.

Step 1: What Maria’s organization says it values: Market share, new business, well-organized internal processes, reputation, efficient supply chain, profits

Step 2. What Maria’s organization measures: Sales, market share, new sales contracts, customer satisfaction, conversion rate of advertising to sales, procurement costs, positive media mentions, customer loyalty, cost of production, profit margin, operating expenses

Step 3: What Maria’s organization shares as important news: Sales figures, new strategic hires, profit margin, organizational awards, new product lines and collections, new store openings, cost savings initiatives

Step 4. What Maria’s department celebrates: Creative ways to solve database systems problems, meeting or beating an aggressive project deadline, generating new insights from data, successful presentations to top management

Step 5. Summary of Maria’s organization’s currency:


	Customer attraction and retention

	Market share and growth

	Profitability

	Innovation



Next, using Exercise 1.2, Maria generated her list of tasks to understand what she actually does at work, shown in the table that follows. Her list included items from her job description (build systems, work on new projects), along with others that were not (take minutes, help people with their work, complete work that others left unfinished). Even though she knew she was spending a lot of time on administrative work, she was surprised when she compared those hours to the number she spent on building systems and writing algorithms. The hours were the same!

Next, Maria worked hard to evaluate the promotability of her tasks. Here’s how she assessed each of the tasks she identified:


	
Build systems and write algorithms
These tasks help her company understand customer purchasing decisions, advertising effectiveness, and the efficiency of procurement and distribution processes, which all have a direct effect on attracting customers and increasing profit margins. These tasks are visible, they require specialized skills, and they are closely tied to her organization’s currency. The more she learns new skills in doing this work, the more she can grow within the organization, which is indirectly promotable. Overall, these tasks are high in promotability.



	
Organize social events
No one notices that she arranges these events—these tasks are invisible. Social events have no relationship to what her organization values and no visible impact on its success. They don’t require specialized skills; anyone can do them. She doesn’t learn any new skills when doing them. The charity golf outing comes closest to being promotable because it gives her visibility with high-level executives from her company and others, but that hasn’t seemed to make a difference in her career. Low in promotability.



Maria’s Assessment of Her Work Portfolio

	MARIA’S TASKS (Exercise 1.2)

	Hours/week (Exercise 1.3)

	Promotability (Exercises 1.1 and 1.4)




	
Build systems and write algorithms


	- Write and execute queries

	- Prepare summary reports of findings and recommendations




	12

	
Overall: H

H

H





	
Organize social events


	- Birthday parties, baby showers

	- Holiday party

	- Charity golf outing




	1.5

	
Overall: L

L

L

L





	
Help others with their work


	- Complete work on projects that other team members said they didn’t have time to do

	- Remind people of deadlines and help them with their work




	8

	
Overall: L

L

L





	
Coordinate and compile others’ work


	- Project management for large database projects: develop project plans, take minutes at project meetings, coordinate work of others

	- Prepare for team’s monthly meeting with chief analytics officer: put together materials on the team’s analysis and findings for presentation by another group member. Explain materials to presenter.




	9

	
Overall: M

M

L





	
Administrative work


	- Summarize entries from departmental time-tracking system and prepare report on employees’ time by project or activity

	- Organize weekly staff meeting for entire team (about fifty people). Create agenda, produce slide deck, and arrange logistics.

	- Manage administrative assistants and junior project managers

	- Take minutes in staff meetings and distribute




	12

	
Overall: L

L

L

L

L





	
Generate ideas and strategies


	- Generate ideas and create strategies for new projects to increase company revenue




	2

	
Overall: H

H





	
Committee work


	- Department representative on company-wide safety and integrity committees




	1

	
Overall: L

L








	
Help others with their work
While this helps others contribute to organizational currency, it doesn’t really help Maria. Her supervisor is unaware that she is the go-to person for so many people in her department. It’s invisible work. Low in promotability.



	
Coordinate and compile others’ work
Some tasks in managing database projects are visible and require specialized skills, such as developing project plans and coordinating workflow, and the outcomes of these projects contribute to organizational currency. However, other tasks, such as taking minutes at project meetings and reminding people of their deadlines, are routine, and don’t help develop new skills. Medium promotability. Preparing for the team’s monthly meeting is grunt work, and she’s not the one making the presentation. It doesn’t help her develop new skills and isn’t visible. Low promotability.



	
Administrative work
These are pretty low-level tasks—anyone could do them, and they are invisible. They don’t contribute directly to the organization’s business goals. Low in promotability.



	
Generate ideas and strategies
These tasks get noticed because they affect the bottom line. Maria can help improve the effectiveness of advertising (to attract new customers), influence the direction the next season’s collection will take, or uncover cost efficiencies. These are directly related to organizational currency, and they use specialized skills. High in promotability.



	
Committee work
At first, these committees helped Maria meet new people, which gave her connections with higher management. They were indirectly promotable, but now, everyone knows her so there’s no new benefit to her career. The work doesn’t require any special skills. It is important to be on one committee, but she doesn’t see the need for two or more. Low in promotability.
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