
Why it  mat t ers
While new t asks may be welcomed by some 
employees, over t ime, t his creat es an unequal 
dist ribut ion of labor, quiet ly eroding mot ivat ion, 
raising t urnover risk, and reducing job sat isfact ion.

- In a st udy, managers allocat ed ext ra t asks t o 
more mot ivat ed employees 74?81% of t ime.

- Across 6 days; managers chose more 
mot ivat ed employee on 69% of occasions.

- Employees assigned disproport ionat e 
addit ional t asks report ed lower job 
sat isfact ion and higher t urnover int ent ions.
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How w e know

Six pre- regist ered st udies spanning f ield surveys, 
int eract ive lab experiment s wit h real f inancial st akes, 
and a six- day longit udinal design was employed. Four 
supplement al st udies and t wo t heory- driven 
int ervent ion t est s were done. Hundreds of real 
managers across 27?37 indust ries part icipat ed. 

In a key st udy, managers were paired wit h employees 
whose act ual mot ivat ion and burnout  dat a had 
already been collect ed, al lowing a direct  comparison 
bet ween what  managers predict ed and what  
employees act ually experienced. 

What  researchers found 
- Managers prefer t o assign addit ional t asks t o 

employees perceived as more mot ivat ed? t he 
aut hors call t his motive oversimplification.

- Managers assumed t hat  enjoying one's main 
work means an employee wil l also enjoy 
unrelat ed t asks and is less l ikely t o burn out .

- Managers overestimated how much mot ivat ed 
employees would enjoy t he ext ra work and 
underest imat ed burnout  risk, while doing t he 
reverse for less mot ivat ed colleagues.

- Disproport ionat e t ask allocat ion eroded job 
sat isfact ion and organizat ional commit ment .

What  t his means

- For managers: Ent husiasm is not  a buf fer 
against  burnout . The inst inct  t o assign ext ra 
work is underst andable but  backf ires and 
risks losing your most  engaged employees.

- For HR leaders: Build workload equit y checks 
int o manager t raining. Disproport ionat e t ask 
allocat ion is a ret ent ion risk t hat  accumulat es 
quiet ly and is rarely f lagged unt il it 's t oo lat e.

- For organizat ions: Mot ivat ed employees are a 
compet it ive advant age but  only if prot ect ed 
f rom bias. St ruct ural safeguards matt er as 
much as individual manager awareness.

 Reference: Bae, S., & Woolley, K. (2026). Managers allocat e addit ional t asks t o int rinsically mot ivat ed 
employees: Exploring mechanisms, consequences, and solut ions. Organization Science, Art icles in Advance.

If you love your job, your manager may pile more work on you. New research shows t hat  managers consist ent ly 
overload t heir most  mot ivat ed employees. And in doing so, risk burning out  t he very people t hey rely on most .

Now w hat ?
- Bundle t ask al locat ion decisions: When managers assign mult iple t asks rat her, 

unequal dist ribut ion patt erns become visible and t he bias signif icant ly decreases.
- Train managers on t he burnout  bl ind spot : Informing managers t hat  int rinsically 

mot ivat ed employees are more, not  less, suscept ible t o burnout .
- Track t asks dist r ibut ion: Wat ch for feedback f rom t hose who receive addit ional 

t asks over t ime and f lag imbalances early in workload reviews.
- Work load equit y audit s: Take a holist ic view of workloads among high performers.

LINK TO THE STUDY
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