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BRIGHT GUIDES | WORKPLACE FAILS
4. TASK AVOIDANCE
The Never Completers
There is nothing more annoying than an employee who doesn’t do their job. The work
system is set up to deal with people who are lazy or incapable of doing the work they were
hired for. But, task avoidance is often more subtle and difficult to pin down.
It isn’t just that someone isn’t doing their work, it’s that they are actively avoiding doing all
aspects of their work. This might mean that they are missing out certain tasks, or
prevaricating about finishing particular jobs or projects.
The nature of task avoidance is that employees can be very sneaky about it. Which means
that employers and managers only find out when the situation is out of control.

This Guide
In this guide we look at avoiding tasks and unfinished projects and improved
employee engagement.
Based on the ongoing work of Rebecca Stevens, Chartered Psychologist, these
Work Brighter Guides are designed to help business owners and managers address
common issues and challenges in the workplace.
Although they contain useful tips and information, it’s always advisable to talk to an
expert to help you understand the deeper causes and plan the right strategy for your
individual business situation.

What to Look Out For
In its simplest form, task avoidance is where an employee is given a job and they don’t do it.
This can involve:
●
●
●

Deadline Missing – the employee fails to hit any deadlines associated with certain
tasks.
Procrastination – other, less important work is completed regularly, but certain tasks
are always behind
Excuses –regular excuses as to why they haven’t been able to complete the work.

In some circumstances, the employee might engage in proactive avoidance – where they
say yes to doing a task, shows every intention of doing it, but then never start or complete
the work. In other circumstances, the employee engages in a more Machiavelli approach.
Where they say yes to doing a task, but then do it so badly they are never asked to do it
again!
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Causes of Task Avoidance
There are legitimate reasons why an employee might avoid a task. It could be
●
●
●
●
●

Lack of understanding – Employee doesn’t know what tasks to complete
or what the deadline is.
Poor leadership – Managers do not adequately communicate requirements
Poorly defined job description – The employee has never been told a task
is in their remit
Lack of skills – Employees may lack the skills or confidence to complete a
task
Lack of interest – the employee shows no interested in a particular aspect
of their job role.

What task avoidance shouldn’t be confused with is laziness. Task avoidance is the
avoidance of a particular task for a more complex reason and requires a more nuanced
approach to deal with.
Practical Steps for Addressing Task Avoidance
1. Clear Job Descriptions
An employee may be unaware that a particular task is there’s to complete. New managers
are not always clear about which tasks belong to which individuals, leaving confusion around
who’s job certain tasks are.
Newer employees can sometimes not know what to do, but be too afraid to say anything.
They need clear guidance when they begin work with an organisation, to make sure that
they are fully aware of their job roles and what tasks are required of them.
2. Balanced Leadership
Saying “We should do this ...” does not equate to “Please complete this …”
It’s not uncommon for managers or business owners to throw out ideas in meetings and then
expect a member of staff to take them up, run with them and complete them.
Without clear, agreed and recorded action points, it is easy to assume that a vague
suggestion of intent doesn’t require acting upon. In this circumstance, tasks are stored, but
never addressed or delivered.
Managers often lean towards two styles of leadership:●

Micromanagement – “I can’t leave it alone, because no one is as good at this as
me!” – where the manager is overbearing, nit picks, heavily controls someone’s
approach and sometimes just completes the tasks themselves which doesn’t show
trust or confidence in an employees capability.
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●

Hands off – “There’s a job, see you next week!” – where the manager gives an
employee a task and leaves them to it, expecting completion on deadline with no
input or management. And then gets disappointed when a task is done poorly or not
at all as the employee has too many questions unanswered and is not sure what to
do.

Striking the right balance between supervising tasks and also showing confidence in an
employee’s ability is not easy. The newer an employee is to the job, the less experience and
skills they have, the more support they need.
A coaching style of leadership is one that works well for managing tasks.
If you continually tell someone what to do, they will always come back to you instead of
having the confidence to try, make mistakes and learn.
Where a manager or owner has developed a level of control where no tasks happen without
their say so, bottlenecks quickly occur and tasks are less likely to be completed to deadlines.
3. Recording Task Management
Even if you have you talked to an employee and verbally asked them to complete a task
follow it up in writing in some form. This could be through:●
●
●
●

Email / Internal intranet
Messenger tools – Slack, Evernote etc.
Project management tools – Trello, Asana, CRM etc.
An old fashioned paper memo

People process information in different ways and some people respond better to written task
requests than verbal ones and visa versa; multiple methods of communication help reinforce
each other.
By recording and reviewing task requests there can be no confusion about what an
employee was asked to do, by whom and by when.
4. Communicate the Value of Tasks
People don’t like doing pointless tasks. They need to be aware of the point of the work they
are being asked to do. Such as:●
●
●
●

How it helps
Why it has to be done
What impact it will have, if done on time
What consequence there will be if it is not done on time!

Employees are more likely to complete a piece of work if they know how important it is. By
understanding the value in their action and their own personal value to the organisation
improves their self-esteem and a personal satisfaction of their role and importance.
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5. Know Where there are Skills Gaps
Employees are often afraid of openly acknowledging a skills gap. If they haven’t got the
ability or experience to complete a task, they will often hide this from managers or senior
staff. This can be either by fudging the task or simply hiding it and not completing.
Knowing staff capabilities, their strengths and preferences, is key to making sure
tasks aren’t avoided. Don’t give a vital task to someone who doesn’t know what they
are doing. Learn how to coach it out of people rather than doing it for them.
Ask yourself, have your staff got the skills, abilities they need to do their complete job? If not,
could they be given something to do that will build up their knowledge and help them
complete tasks they are less confident in? Is there someone more experience on the team
who could show them?
6. Promote Confidence
People can often lack confidence in themselves. Tasks that don’t naturally play to a person’s
strengths can be challenging. Where a person is lacking in personal or professional
confidence, it can mean they are less likely to complete those tasks.
This could be as simple as being too scared to phone a client they haven't called before.
Overcoming this requires developing skills
and reassuring a person about their ability.
If a person is uncomfortable making a call
to a new client, can they listen to you doing
it? Can they have help, a peer to mentor
them?
Buddying is a proven method of motivating
staff. Buddying your engaged and
motivated people with new employees can
have a highly positive effect on the entire
team.

8 Simple Steps
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Clear job descriptions
Balanced leadership
Recording task management
Communicate the value of tasks
Know where there are skills gaps
Promote confidence
Make tasks interesting
Dispel the fear of change

7. Make Tasks Interesting
If a particular task doesn’t play to the strengths of an individual, they quickly become bored.
When we become bored, we quickly find alternative things to do.
It’s important for managers and business owners to be honest about that fact that some work
tasks can be boring for some people, although not for all – what can be one person’s worst
nightmare can be another’s living dream.
One solution is to make sure that all employees know what they are energised by and what
their strengths are so they can pick up more of the tasks that suit them, that they find
engaging.
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8. Dispel the fear of Change
Many employees become settled in a role, and like it like that. Change in an organisation
disrupts well-trodden routines and familiar tasks. When this occurs, some will embrace the
new methods, others will fight against it in any way they can.
This rejection of change can lead to task avoidance. Usually, it is a fear of a new process or
methodology that leads to inaction.
Computerising the till in a charity shop, for example, could frighten many of the technophobe
volunteers. The result will be that they simply don’t use it, preferring to “tot up” totals on
paper and not enter anything into the unfamiliar system. Leading to poor stock keeping and
a lack of recorded sales.
In larger organisations, unfamiliarity with new systems and a fear of utilising new process
can lead to disaster.
The only way to combat this is through adequate training and monitoring of staff capabilities.
Change management and the implementation of new systems requires a concerted effort to
make sure all staff are trained to deal with the changes.
Business Owners and Motivation
Many business owners are intrinsically motivated. They are used to running their own life,
have high drive and are usually highly engaged in their role in the organisation.
It can feel a real challenge working with people who are procrastinating over tasks, who are
avoiding work, who say they will when they won’t, who lack the confidence to act.
How could you improve your understanding of their intrinsic and extrinsic motivators
so you can be more skilled in engaging your employees?
How could you help them engage their strengths and increase their performance?
How could you get them excited about being part of your business?

At Work Brighter we can help you understand what motivates and what demotivates
your employees, we can help you put in place approaches to reward, beyond pay,
we can help you improve the engagement of your employees.
For more information contact Rebecca Stevens at Work Brighter.

Rebecca Stevens, Work Brighter
0161 4100 406
help@workbrighter.co.uk
www.workbrighter.co.uk
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