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The Invisible Work Draining Your Best Employees

In a recent article in HBR, experts have examined the mental load of employees. Organizations usually assess workload through visible indicators—working hours, deadlines, targets, and output. However, an equally important burden often remains unnoticed: the mental load employees carry.
Mental load includes the continuous cognitive and emotional effort involved in:
• Remembering unfinished tasks and following up
• Coordinating people, schedules, and responsibilities
• Anticipating problems before they occur
• Managing workplace relationships and emotions
• Switching constantly between competing priorities
• Balancing professional responsibilities with caregiving and family demands
This invisible work fragments attention and gradually reduces an employee’s capacity to concentrate, make decisions, and perform creatively. Employees may still appear productive, but beneath the surface they may be experiencing exhaustion, disengagement, and an increasing risk of burnout or resignation.
The article highlights an important leadership lesson: reducing burnout is not simply about reducing the amount of work—it is about redesigning how work is structured and distributed.
Leaders can respond by:
• Clearly defining responsibilities and ownership
• Reducing unnecessary coordination and follow-ups
• Making priorities and decision-making authority explicit
• Examining who regularly performs unrecognized emotional and administrative work
• Distributing “office housework” and support responsibilities fairly
• Creating systems that reduce employees’ dependence on memory and constant availability
• Encouraging conversations about workload without treating them as signs of weakness
Leadership must ask itself:
“How much work does this employee have?”
It should also ask:
“How much are they required to remember, anticipate, coordinate, and emotionally manage in order to complete that work?”
Recognizing and redistributing invisible work is not merely an employee-wellbeing initiative. It is essential for sustainable performance, engagement, inclusion, and talent retention.
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