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DIVERSITY

For Women and Minorities to Get
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VINCENT TSUI FOR HBR

Organizations have been trying to improve diversity in the workplace for decades — with little

success. The most common techniques, such as one-time sensitivity trainings, haven’t worked. The

numbers of women and people of color in leadership roles are still staggeringly low across
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industries. Also well documented are the high rates of turnover for women, especially women of

color.

We need to try some new techniques, starting with making systemic changes to the ways businesses

are run. These don’t have to be big changes — in fact, even small tweaks to your basic systems

(hiring, promotions, compensation) can lead to big changes. For many companies, the focus so far

has been on making small adjustments to how performance evaluations are done. This is important

but insufficient, because evaluations are inherently backward-looking: They can measure only the

assignments someone has already gotten.

And not all assignments are equal. In every organization, in every field, there are multiple types.

Some can set you up for promotion and skyrocket you to the top of your company — we call them

glamour work. Other assignments are necessary but unsung. We call them office housework. Some

are actual housework — getting the coffee for the morning stand-up, or cleaning up after a lunch

meeting — and some are the unsung operational or administrative work that keeps the company

rolling along.

Studies, including our new research, show that women and people of color do more office

housework and have less access to glamour work than white men do. If leaders are going to make a

dent in their organizations’ diversity problems, they have to address this disparity. In this article,

we’ll explain how the assignments gap arises, what managers can do about it, and how fixing the gap

can improve the engagement and retention of talented employees.

Ofce Housework vs. Glamour Work

Glamour work gets you noticed by higher-ups, gives you the opportunity to stretch your skills with a

new challenge, and can lead to your next promotion. It’s the project for a major client, the

opportunity to build out a new team, or the chance to represent the company at an industry

conference.

Office housework happens outside of the spotlight. Some is administrative work that keeps things

moving forward, like taking notes or finding a time everyone can meet. Some is emotional labor

(“He’s upset — fix it.”). Some is work that’s important but undervalued, like initiating new processes

or keeping track of contracts. This kind of assignment has to get done by someone, but it isn’t going
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15 Ofce Housework Tasks to
Watch Out For
Taking the notes

Procuring the conference room

Getting everyone on the conference line

Planning parties

Buying the gifts for
birthdays/retirements/baby showers, etc

Ordering lunch

Organizing lower level employees

Mentoring activities

Serving on committees that are not linked
to revenue or core business goals

Handling less-valued clients

Handling HR tasks

Handling routine work vs. work that is
central to business strategy

Organizing off-site events

Keeping the task list

Keeping the trains running vs. strategy and
big-picture thinking

to make that person’s career. It might also be a juicy-sounding assignment like chairing a diversity or

company culture committee. While these initiatives sound impressive, they’re usually not tied to

revenue goals, so they are far less likely to result in a promotion than, say, chairing an innovation or

digital transformation committee.

The disparities in who does office housework and who does glamour work exist across industries.

For example, a study of academia, by Cassandra Guarino of UC Riverside and Victor Borden of

Indiana University, found that female professors do more committee service work and less research

than male professors do; while committee work is important, no one gets tenure for it.

Our own research focused on engineering and

law. We developed a tool, called the Workplace

Experiences Survey, that tests for racial and

gender bias in business systems, such as

assignments. In a national study, our Center for

WorkLife Law and the Society of Women

Engineers gave an early version of the survey to

over 3,000 engineers. It found that women were

29% more likely than white men to report doing

more office housework than their colleagues.

Our research shows there’s also a racial dynamic

to disparities in assignments. When we surveyed

a nationwide sample of lawyers, women of color

were the most likely to report doing more

administrative tasks than their colleagues — over

20% more likely than white men. White women

were 18% more likely to report doing more admin

tasks than white men. When it comes to

housework like cleaning up the coffee cups,

women of color again were the most likely group

to say they do more than their colleagues — 18%

more likely than white men. (These findings will
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(The specifics vary by industry. For an
industry-specific list see the HBR article,
“Hacking Tech’s Diversity Problem.”)

be published soon in a full report by the American

Bar Association’s Commission on Women in the

Profession, the Minority Corporate Counsel

Association, and the Center for WorkLife Law.)

In our surveys, we heard things like this, from a female lawyer: “Despite superior educational

credentials and being a lateral transfer from a far more prestigious firm, I was given an appropriate

title but slotted into the subservient, support role (i.e., expected to take notes, get coffee, hang

men’s jackets, etc.).”

And this, from an engineer: “Just last year they hired a new female, and one of the managers was

telling me how happy they were about hiring her because she really clean[s] up after the guys and

keeps the lab tidy.”

The gaps with glamour work, too, are large. Female engineers of color were 35% less likely than

white men to report having equal access to desirable assignments; white women were 20% less

likely. For lawyers, the findings were remarkably similar: Women of color were almost 30% less

likely than white men to say they had equal opportunity to high-quality assignments, and white

women were 18% less likely.

Why Women and People of Color Get Worse Assignments

This assignments gap exists for a number of interconnected reasons. One is what researchers call

prescriptive stereotypes, which dictate how Americans thinks a group of people should behave — for

example, women should be modest, helpful, and “communal.” They are supposed to be self-effacing

team players who put the company ahead of their individual ambitions. Prescriptive stereotypes

also operate by race. Most obviously, Asian Americans are supposed to be deferential worker bees.

But our research suggests that not just women but all people of color have been invited into

professional workplaces but expected to play a very specific role there: women of all races report

higher levels of office housework, and both women and people of color (of both sexes) report less

access to the glamour work.
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Moreover, because of these stereotypes, women and people of color are under social pressures to

volunteer for office housework activities. They also risk pushback if they don’t take on these tasks

(“She’s just not a team player” or “She thinks highly of herself, doesn’t she?”). And women are more

likely to be assigned office housework because assigners tend to believe that women will accept the

task.

White men are much less likely to be asked to do the office housework, and they experience less

backlash if they decline to do it or simply do it poorly. Men can also get away with intentionally

doing a bad job at a low-value task to avoid being asked to do it again. Because of prescriptive

stereotypes, however, it’s riskier for women to employ this tactic of strategic sloppiness.

One argument for why women do less high-profile work is that they don’t want the high-risk, high-

reward work; they’re happy to be “team players” or “supporting players.” But that’s not what we

found in our study. When we asked the lawyers in our sample if they were satisfied with their access

to high-profile assignments, white men were the most likely to say yes. White women and women of

color were 15% and 23% less likely to agree, respectively. Women want those assignments — they’re

just not getting them. Men of color also reported being less satisfied with their access to high-profile

assignments. One lawyer said: “I am a senior African-American practitioner who has outstanding

credentials but has routinely been overlooked for the ‘plum’ opportunities available to my peers.”

For many women, the disparity in assignments comes back to what we’ve called maternal wall bias

— a set of negative assumptions about mothers’ competence and commitment. After having a child,

mothers come back to work to find that their best projects and clients have been reassigned to

colleagues. In some cases, women report that it takes years to get back to the type of work they were

doing before taking maternity leave. As a white female lawyer reported, “I made partner in the

shortest time of any female. Things were great. I had my son. I worked part-time during leave and

came back in nine weeks. My work was gone. It has taken two years and a change in focus to get

back to the level I was at.”

How Team Managers Can Fix the Problem

To address these issues, managers first need to identify what the office housework is in their

department and who is doing it. Make a list of regularly recurring housework tasks — setting up

conference call dial-in information, scheduling meetings, ordering food. Send your team members a

http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/psy_facpub/28/
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short survey asking them how often they do each task and how much of their time it takes up (see

our sample survey for guidance).

Analyze the survey to determine (1) what the main office housework tasks are on your team and (2)

whether anyone is doing more than their fair share. With this information, you can start ensuring a

more equitable distribution of the office housework.

Don’t ask for volunteers when assigning these tasks, whether they’re housework (ordering food,

setting up meetings) or mundane projects (leading the committee to decorate the office lobby). As

discussed above, people can be under social pressure to volunteer. Instead, establish a system for

making sure everyone takes a turn at these dull jobs. It doesn’t really matter which system you

choose — whether it’s alphabetical by last name or chronological by astrological sign — as long as

people take turns. Everyone on the team should do a task before someone does it twice.

Next, hold everyone accountable for the tasks they’ve been assigned — even small ones. If there’s

someone on your team who never gets asked to do mundane tasks because he’s “just not a details

guy,” that’s a performance problem. It should be addressed like any other performance issue.

Conversely, something we hear often is, “I ask women to plan the parties because they’re better at

it” or “I ask women to do those kinds of things because they’re more organized.” This kind of

thinking can lead to a toxic environment where women are expected to take on and excel at

unrewarding tasks, while men’s time is protected for more remunerative work.

Some managers may balk at our advice to give everyone, including their stars, the occasional dull

assignment or rote task. Isn’t their time too valuable for that? they may say. We have two responses:

First, if you have three top stars, and one of them is a woman, have you checked to make sure she’s

not the one who always gets coffee for the group? Make sure male and female stars are doing the

same amount of office housework. Second, it’s important training for your stars to know how to do

the routine work. Stars will be even more effective if they know the full scope of work that goes into

a project. If you “invisabilize” some parts of projects, stars won’t be able to manage effectively when

they get into leadership.

http://biasinterrupters.org/wp-content/uploads/Office-Housework-Survey-Assignments-Document-2.pdf
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For new glamour work assignments, consider all eligible employees, not just the ones who come to

mind first or who ask to do it. Formalize the pool of employees with the requisite skills by writing it

down. Establish a rotation of plum assignments with the pool. While your rotation system for office

housework can be somewhat arbitrary, your rotation for more important assignments should be

strategic; you’ll want to match the job to the person much more carefully. But you should still be

methodical about how you hand out these tasks. Some companies have instituted formal systems

where an “assignments czar” is in charge of doling them out, monitoring peoples’ workloads, and

making sure employees are getting equal opportunities.

Sometimes the problem is that only a few employees have the requisite skills to tackle the plum

assignments. To fix it, invest some time into helping other employees gain those needed skills.

Junior employees can shadow senior workers, and if HR has any professional development funds,

those can be used to help a broader range of people develop the skills. Another tactic is to reframe

the assignment, breaking it into smaller pieces that other people can work on. (For more details on

how team managers can fix the problem, see our online toolkit.)

What Senior Leaders Can Do

At the organizational level, senior leaders should encourage the managers they lead to work toward

a more equitable distribution of assignments — not just for the business benefits of diversity but also

for the company’s overall health. If you have only two people in your organization who can deliver a

deposition or negotiate a buy-out, your company is in a precarious situation. What if someone has a

heart attack or gets a better offer? A more equitable division of assignments will spread those skills

around.

Leaders should convene to identify the glamour work and the lower-profile work in their

organization and whom is being assigned to each (here is a worksheet and meeting protocol to help).

A third party — HR, Diversity & Inclusion, or someone else — should analyze the data and look for

patterns, both company-wide and by individual supervisor. Are women doing less glamour work

than men? Are there some supervisors who are great at giving everyone career-enhancing work and

some who are struggling?

http://www.biasinterrupters.org/toolkits/orgtools
http://biasinterrupters.org/wp-content/uploads/Assignment-Typology-Worksheet-Assignments-Document-4.pdf
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Provide feedback to supervisors whose glamour work allocation is lopsided. Hold a meeting with

that manager to bring the problem to their attention. Help them think through why they tend to

assign glamour work to certain people or certain types of people. Often, simply pointing out this

issue will help to solve the problem. If the manager simply has only one or two people who can

handle the glamour work, talk them through how to develop their team’s skills. And if the manager

pushes back, have some phrases handy, like “We need you to build those skills in more people ” or

“Upskilling more people will protect your department if someone leaves.”

Organizations can also consider instituting a formal assignment system if these simpler methods

aren’t enough.

Communicate to everyone what your company values — and then make sure your systems bear it

out. If your company encourages activities like mentoring and serving on the diversity committee,

make sure those things count when the time comes for promotions and raises. Avoid mixed

messages—often companies say they value office housework tasks but then fail to do so.

Lastly, but importantly, the goal of an equitable division of assignments needs to be communicated

clearly and consistently from the top down. Tell your managers that you expect them to allocate

assignments fairly. Set goals and hold managers to them.

A System That Works Better — for Everybody

If managers and executives learn to better assign work, it could have a powerful impact on diversity

— as well as retention and employee engagement. After all, if you’re stuck taking the notes or making

the slide deck for someone else’s presentation, how can you show your stuff, get promoted, get that

raise, rise to the top? And how will you find your job enjoyable and engaging if you never get a

chance to do the exciting work?

And a fairer assignment system isn’t good only for women and people of color. An introverted white

man, who might not be the first one to raise his hand, will get a fairer shot at the best assignments.

People raised with a no-bragging ethos, who wouldn’t knock down their boss’s door to pitch

themselves, will also get a fairer shot. An equitable assignment system means that companies will

be tapping into a broader talent pool — one that has been right under their nose the whole time,

stocked with overlooked expertise.

http://biasinterrupters.org/wp-content/uploads/Responses-to-Common-Pushback-Assignments-Document-7-1.pdf
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Lastly, a fairer assignment system may be one of the ways that companies give their overburdened,

overworked, under-rested stars a break. It’s no fun feeling that you’re the only person on your team

who can take on the hardest projects or the most demanding clients. If companies keep giving the

glory work to the same handful of people, the probability that those people will become burned out

and resentful will only increase.

If we want to see a change in the diversity of our companies, we have to start including assignments

in our diversity initiatives. We have to start paying attention to who is always procuring the

conference rooms and who is always pitching the clients.

Joan C. Williams is Distinguished Professor of Law and Founding Director of the Center of

WorkLife Law at the University of California, Hastings College of the Law. Her newest book is White

Working Class: Overcoming Class Cluelessness in America.
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Andrea Rouse 6 months ago

This is a lovely and at the same time painful read. Unfortunately I am a dealing with the issues described in my

current role. I am an educated and credentialed black woman who somehow is assigned the lower-level tasks on my

team vs my more junior coworkers. Admittedly I do not think it is conscious bias in my case, but perhaps

unconscious? When I've discussed the issue with our boss, he literally said what you have written "well, someone has

to do it". While it hurt to read this article, it was also reassuring to know that I'm not the only one dealing with such

issues and that you are shining a light on it in the hopes of leveling the playing field. I will continue to talk to my boss

about my concerns until it's just time to move on if resolution doesn't come. I really appreciate this insight.
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