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The Challenge — Assigning Office
Housework®

Background

Every workplace has high-profile assignments that are career-enhancing (“glamour
work”) and low-profile assignments that are beneficial to the organization but not the
individual’s career (“office housework™). Research shows that women do more “office
housework”! than men.? This includes literal housework (ordering lunch), administrative
work (scheduling a time to meet), emotion work (“she’s upset; comfort her”), and
keeping-the-trains-running work (organizing and planning).

Often, women and professionals of color report less access to desirable assignments
than white men do.? In a study of lawyers:*

e Glamour work. More than 80% of white men, but only 53% of women of color,
59% of white women, and 63% of men of color, reported the same access to
desirable assignments as their colleagues.

e Office housework. AlImost 50% of white women and 43% of women of color
reported that at work they more often play administrative roles such as taking
notes for a meeting compared to their colleagues. Only 26% of white men and
20% of men of color reported this.

Research also shows that women and LGBTQIA+ employees report less access to
opportunities to take on a leadership role and to develop their skills, which in turn
impacts their intent to stay at their jobs.> 78 2

Diversity at the top can only occur when diverse employees at all levels of the
organization have access to assignments that let them take risks and develop new
skills. If the glamour work and the office housework aren’t distributed evenly, you won’t
be tapping into the full potential of your workforce and will be contributing to the
perpetuation of systemic oppression. Most workplaces that use an informal volunteer-
based or “hey, you!” assignment system end up distributing assignments based on
factors other than experience and talent. Managers that lead hybrid teams need to be
particularly mindful to avoid on-site favoritism and to distribute career-enhancing
assignments equally among their on-site and remote workers. If women, caregivers,
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and people of color are more likely to prefer remote work and to be overlooked for
glamour work, they likely grow dissatisfied and search for opportunities elsewhere.®

To learn more about how assignments may be holding back your star players, read this
Harvard Business Review article.

Possible Solutions

Given this evidence, MCHP is taking a first step by changing how it assigns office
housework. There are several ways that we can rectify these inequities. Recommended
actions when assigning office housework include:

e Don’t ask for volunteers. Women and people of colour are more likely to
volunteer because they are under subtle but powerful pressures to do so.’

o Establish a rotation. A rotation is also helpful for committee work and for many
administrative tasks (e.g. taking notes, scheduling meetings, sending Zoom
links). Rotating housework tasks like ordering lunch and planning parties is also
an option if admins are unavailable.

e Hold everyone equally accountable. ‘| give it to women because they do it well
and the men don't,” is a common sentiment. This dynamic reflects an
environment in which men suffer few consequences for doing a poor job on office
housework, but women who do a poor job are seen as “prima donnas” or “not
team players”.89 Including office housework on annual evaluations is important.
Full effort and participation in office housework activities contributes to workplace
climate and inclusiveness, which MCHP highly values.

e Use admins. If possible, assign office housework tasks to admins, e.g. planning
birthday parties, scheduling meetings, ordering lunch.

e Try the “plus one” system. Have a more junior person shadow someone more
senior to develop new skills — and make sure they take notes.

MCHP’s Parth Forward

MCHP will adopt a rotational, non-voluntary model to fairly distribute and assess the
assignment of office housework. Within the context of MCHP, office housework refers to
service on committees (space committee, retreat planning committee, social committee,
and IDEA Team) and kitchen maintenance.

Collecting Data — Identify and Track

We have started by identifying who is currently contributing to MCHP’s committees.
While MCHP’s workforce is approximately 40% male and 60% female, males only
represent 12% of committee members. While researchers and research associates,
total 19% of MCHP’s workforce, they account for only 12% of committee members —
and notably the researchers/research associates contributing to MCHP committees are
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both early career researchers and women. Exec and Exec+ members have proportional
representation on MCHP committees; however, all representatives are women at this
time; additionally, 2 of the 3 Exec/Exec+ members represented on committees sit on
more than one committee. While data analysts represent 32% of MCHP’s workforce,
they represent only 23 % of committee members, the majority of which are women
when men account for 62% of the data analyst/managers.

Distributing Committee Work
We are proposing to move forward with the following approach.

e Committee membership will no longer be sought on a volunteer basis and will
instead be assigned rotationally to ensure proportionality of representation based
on gender, work groups, seniority, etc.

a. As an exception, the social committee will include 2 “appointed” members
who will work alongside colleagues who want to plan events more
personally for their colleagues (retirements, babies, condolences, etc.).

e Committee members will serve on committees for a maximum of 2 years, unless
in cases where their job description explicitly states membership on committees
or relates to the function of the committee — for example, the office manager and
IT support (Kara and Darrin) are required for the function of the space committee
due to the specifics of their roles.

e To ensure there is flow within committees and appropriate mentoring for the next
group of committee members, we recommend that there is some overlap with
current committee members and newly assigned members (approx. 2-3 months).

e New staff at MCHP will be paired with more senior staff and asked to sit on a
committee within the first two years of their time at MCHP

e To acknowledge that workloads change, if you are assigned a spot on a
committee and do not have the current capacity to participate, you are allowed
one “pass.” Your name will be put back into the pool of people to be assigned
committee roles and considered again when committee membership is renewed.

e Committee membership will be reviewed yearly for representation and
proportionality. When someone leaves a committee during the middle of their
appointment (retirement, resignation, capacity issues), a new member will be
assigned with the goal of equal representation.

Recognizing Committee Work

Contributing time and talent to MCHP committees is crucial to the culture and well-being
of MCHP. We want to ensure this work is recognized properly, some actions to take
include:
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e When you are on a committee please feel free to add this work to your resume or
CV. For example, under service you can write: “MCHP Retreat Committee
Member” 2024-2026.”

e Committee work should be considered in your annual review.

e Time spent on committees should be recorded in your time tracking through the
“Meeting” code (can use “committee” in notes if desired). We expect committee
work will take approx.1-2 hours a month / 20-25 hours a year (some committees
meet monthly, others meet prior to an event in a more concentrated fashion).
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