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START HERE / A METHODOLOGICAL PROMISE

An atlas, not an audit.
A useful map reveals dependencies. It does not magically turn guesses into observed facts.

The Hidden Labour Atlas is an invitation to notice the people, choices and routines that produce
ordinary outcomes. Its 12 scenarios are <b>illustrative composites</b>: carefully written examples,
not reports about named workplaces. They are designed to suggest what to investigate, not to tell you
what must have occurred.

01 / Trace the result backwards

Begin with one observable outcome. Ask what needed to be ready immediately beforehand, then
which tasks made those conditions possible. Repeat until the most relevant dependencies emerge.

02 / Distinguish observation from inference

“I saw the operator recheck the label” is observation. “They must have done twelve hours of hidden
work” is inference unless you actually have time records. Keep these categories separate.

03 / Ask for a correction

Share your map with the people doing the work. Invite them to identify missing tasks, unfair
descriptions, questionable assumptions and invisible risks.

04 / Connect thanks to conditions

Naming effort matters, but recognition should also examine compensation, safety, access to tools,
decision rights and reasonable workloads.

05 / Protect privacy and consent

Do not publish a person’s name, private workload, medical details or internal documentation without
permission. An accurate map is still capable of causing harm.

A polished result is evidence that an outcome occurred, not evidence of any particular number of invisible
labour-hours.
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CHAPTER 01 / HOW TO SEE

The six visibility lenses
These lenses are prompts for investigation, not mutually exclusive job classifications.

01 MAINTENANCE — Upkeep, repairs and prevention

Ask what must continue between visible events. Notice the team whose most valuable result
is an absence of failure.

02 COORDINATION — Handoffs and shared timing

Look for decisions that cross job descriptions: ownership, translation, scheduling and
disagreement resolution.

03 PREPARATION — The stage before the event

Examine training, procurement, rehearsal, stocking, information gathering and contingency
planning.

04 CARE — Human safety and belonging

Notice support that protects dignity, reduces cognitive load and allows different people to
participate.

05 CHECKING — Verification and diagnosis

Find quality review, accessibility tests, inspections and the quiet work of catching mistakes.

06 REVISION — Changes before a final result

Look at rejected drafts, improvements after feedback, rework and learning that never appears
in the finished artifact.
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CHAPTER 02 / A REPEATABLE METHOD

The seven-question backward trace
A practical protocol for studying one particular process rather than making a generic diagram.

01 / Name the visible outcome

Choose something observable and bounded: “the room was available at 10am,” not “the hospital
works.”

02 / List prerequisites

Ask what must be ready right before the result. Do not assume all prerequisites are equally important.

03 / Find the handoffs

Trace when responsibility changes hands. Look for lost information, duplicate checking and fuzzy
ownership.

04 / Meet the maintainers

Who handles exceptions, repair, scheduling, cleaning, safety or emotional work? Ask before inventing
their role.

05 / Look for burdens

Identify who absorbs interruptions, unpaid time, risk, ambiguity and pressure to improvise.

06 / Cross-check

Use observation, process documents, diaries and interviews. Record disagreements and uncertainty.

07 / Improve the system

Test one change in credit, pay, tools, timing, safety, decision rights or workload. Ask whether it helped.

Use the blank field ledger later in this guide to separate “seen,” “reported,” “documented” and “hypothesised.”
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 01 OF 12 · HEALTHCARE

A room ready for the next patient
A bed is available; surfaces look clean and equipment is in place.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · CHECKING · The ready-room handoff
A colleague confirms the room is prepared against the facility’s current checklist.

Who may carry it: Environmental-services staff and the receiving clinical team Risk: A missed handoff can make
apparent readiness differ from actual readiness.

Ask: Who has authority to flag an unfinished step without penalty?

02 · MAINTENANCE · Cleaning the high-touch surfaces
Trained cleaners select appropriate products and follow location-specific cleaning instructions, including contact
time where disinfection is required.

Who may carry it: Environmental-services workers Risk: Rushing or using an unsuitable product can undermine the
process.

Ask: Are products, protective equipment and sufficient time provided?

03 · COORDINATION · Keeping clean and used supplies apart
Laundry, waste and replenishment routes are coordinated so clean items do not share the same handling path as
contaminated items.

Who may carry it: Laundry, transport and waste teams Risk: A late pickup or unclear label can interrupt the next
room turnover.

Ask: Who resolves conflicts between the pickup and arrival schedules?

04 · PREPARATION · Training for variation
People learn where procedures vary by clinical setting and when to escalate unusual contamination or shortages.

Who may carry it: Supervisors, infection-prevention and training teams Risk: A generic script is no substitute for
facility-specific practice.

Ask: Who updates the checklist when the work changes?

05 · CARE · Protecting the people doing the work
Staff need realistic workloads, breaks, respect and channels to report hazards or inadequate supplies.

Who may carry it: Operations leaders and worker representatives Risk: Invisible pressure can make people choose
between speed and safe practice.

Ask: Whose working conditions are treated as part of patient safety?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 02 OF 12 · LOGISTICS

A parcel at the doorstep
A box arrives intact, on time, with almost no visible explanation.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · CARE · The last-metre exchange
A delivery worker finds an accessible handoff point and makes a judgment about leaving or returning the package.

Who may carry it: Delivery workers and recipients Risk: Unsafe locations, inaccessible addresses or harassment
complicate the final step.

Ask: What would make a safe, respectful handoff possible?

02 · COORDINATION · Routes meet human realities
Dispatchers adjust for traffic, address uncertainty, delivery windows and missed connections.

Who may carry it: Dispatch and route teams Risk: Perfect routes on a map do not guarantee humane schedules on
a street.

Ask: Who can override a plan when conditions change?

03 · CHECKING · The correct object in the correct box
Pickers and packers verify product identity, quantities, damage and labelling.

Who may carry it: Warehouse workers and quality teams Risk: A mis-scan or damaged item propagates through the
chain.

Ask: Are error reports used to improve the process rather than assign blame?

04 · MAINTENANCE · Vehicles and devices remain usable
Teams maintain vehicles, handheld scanners, charging points and loading equipment.

Who may carry it: Mechanics, facilities and IT support Risk: A minor breakdown cascades into missed delivery slots.

Ask: Which preventive checks disappear from performance dashboards?

05 · PREPARATION · Packaging and inventory buffers
Planners source suitable materials and keep enough inventory to absorb ordinary variation.

Who may carry it: Procurement, inventory and supplier teams Risk: Too little buffer makes the system brittle; too
much creates waste.

Ask: Who bears the cost of keeping things reliably available?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 03 OF 12 · DIGITAL SYSTEMS

A website that simply works
A page opens quickly, content makes sense, and a visitor can complete a task.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · CHECKING · A page works for more than one visitor
People test keyboard access, forms, errors, screen readers and small screens rather than relying on a visual
screenshot.

Who may carry it: QA and accessibility testers Risk: A visually polished interface may remain unusable for some
visitors.

Ask: Who is missing from the definition of “works”?

02 · REVISION · The defects visitors never see
Developers trace failed assumptions, review pull requests and fix regressions before release.

Who may carry it: Developers, reviewers and maintainers Risk: A silent regression can survive a successful-looking
deployment.

Ask: Is time for review included in delivery estimates?

03 · MAINTENANCE · Dependencies keep ageing
Teams update software libraries, renew certificates, examine logs and prevent stale content or security risks.

Who may carry it: Infrastructure and content maintainers Risk: Technical debt accumulates even when no feature
changes.

Ask: Who owns the product after launch day?

04 · COORDINATION · The quiet decisions between teams
Design, engineering and content teams align on language, priorities, edge cases and releases.

Who may carry it: Designers, writers and project coordinators Risk: Ambiguous ownership turns small issues into
long delays.

Ask: What decisions are repeatedly being made twice?

05 · CARE · Respecting attention and ability
Writers and designers reduce cognitive load, offer meaningful error messages and support reduced motion.

Who may carry it: Designers, researchers and support teams Risk: Interfaces can offload complexity onto the
people least equipped to absorb it.

Ask: Which visitor effort could we remove?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 04 OF 12 · EDUCATION

A school event that feels effortless
Students enter an event where activities run smoothly and everyone seems welcome.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · PREPARATION · The plan behind the morning
Staff prepare equipment, timetables, room arrangements and contingency supplies.

Who may carry it: Teachers, administrators and support staff Risk: A late change can collide with transport or
classroom schedules.

Ask: Who actually does the setup, and when?

02 · CARE · Making participation possible
Organisers think about accessibility, food needs, quiet space and how students ask for help.

Who may carry it: Teachers, families and student-support staff Risk: An event can appear successful while leaving
some people excluded.

Ask: Which student might need a different path in?

03 · COORDINATION · Families and school schedules intersect
Communication flows among parents, volunteers, vendors and transport providers.

Who may carry it: School office and volunteers Risk: Assumptions about who read the message create avoidable
stress.

Ask: Which instruction is obvious only to the organiser?

04 · CHECKING · Readiness is more than attendance
Organisers check appropriate safety arrangements, supervision and site permissions.

Who may carry it: Operations and safeguarding teams Risk: A full schedule is not evidence that all safeguards are
in place.

Ask: What gets checked before doors open?

05 · REVISION · The event improves after the applause
People record access issues, unexpected delays and student feedback for next time.

Who may carry it: Students, staff and organisers Risk: Feedback disappears when everyone rushes to the next
event.

Ask: Whose feedback shapes the next version?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 05 OF 12 · HOME AND CARE

A family meal appears on the table
The meal arrives, people sit down, and the evening seems spontaneous.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · PREPARATION · Remembering what everyone needs
Someone tracks groceries, dietary preferences, timing and the items nearly finished.

Who may carry it: Household members doing planning Risk: The planning may be taken for granted because it
leaves no visible object.

Ask: Who carries the mental list?

02 · COORDINATION · Making the timing fit
Cooking, work hours, guests and shared spaces must align.

Who may carry it: Hosts and household members Risk: A single delay can create conflict if roles are unspoken.

Ask: What could be shared rather than silently expected?

03 · CARE · Noticing comfort and belonging
Someone notices a guest struggling, makes room for conversation or protects another person’s quiet.

Who may carry it: Anyone doing relational care Risk: Emotional attention is valuable but should not become one
person’s permanent duty.

Ask: How can care be reciprocated without keeping score?

04 · MAINTENANCE · Keeping the kitchen usable tomorrow
Dishes, spills, storage, shopping lists and repairs continue after the meal.

Who may carry it: People responsible for cleanup Risk: A pleasant event can shift a large burden to its least visible
participants.

Ask: Is the end of the event defined differently for different people?

05 · REVISION · Changing the household contract
People discuss whether the arrangement still feels fair as schedules and abilities change.

Who may carry it: All affected household members Risk: Old agreements can persist after circumstances change.

Ask: What permission is there to renegotiate roles?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 06 OF 12 · EVERYDAY COMMERCE

A neighbourhood shelf is stocked
You reach for an ordinary item and it is exactly where you expect it.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · CHECKING · The item is fit to sell
Someone checks expiry dates, packaging damage and whether the shelf price matches the bill.

Who may carry it: Retail staff and shopkeepers Risk: A rushed check shifts cost and uncertainty onto buyers.

Ask: What checks are made before the sale?

02 · PREPARATION · Knowing what people will ask for
A shopkeeper learns local demand, seasonal changes and which staples run out first.

Who may carry it: Buyers, shopkeepers and stock planners Risk: The skill looks like intuition because experience is
compressed into a quick decision.

Ask: What local knowledge informs a reorder?

03 · COORDINATION · Suppliers arrive in usable windows
Someone coordinates deliveries, small-space storage, payments and customer requests.

Who may carry it: Retailers, distributors and family teams Risk: One delayed supply can occupy shelf space or
working capital.

Ask: Who absorbs the mismatch between supplier and customer timing?

04 · MAINTENANCE · Keeping the shop operational
Fridges, lighting, shelves, point-of-sale systems and cleanliness need attention.

Who may carry it: Shop workers and repair technicians Risk: A broken fixture or failed payment device interrupts
ordinary trade.

Ask: What work keeps the doors quietly open?

05 · CARE · Preserving trust in small interactions
People answer questions, handle returns respectfully and communicate stock uncertainty.

Who may carry it: Retailers and customers Risk: The emotional cost of a difficult exchange often never enters
accounts.

Ask: Where can boundaries and kindness coexist?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 07 OF 12 · CIVIC LIFE

A public park feels inviting
A bench is clean, a path is walkable and a patch of shade is available.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · MAINTENANCE · Small repairs avert large declines
Crews fix broken paving, lighting, benches and irrigation before defects spread.

Who may carry it: Grounds and maintenance crews Risk: Deferred repairs create safety and accessibility problems.

Ask: Which maintenance request keeps being postponed?

02 · CARE · Designing for different bodies
People think about seating, shade, accessible paths and safe spaces for varied users.

Who may carry it: Planners, residents and disability advocates Risk: A park can be beautiful in photos but difficult to
use.

Ask: Whose journey was tested?

03 · COORDINATION · Many agencies share one space
Landscaping, waste collection, utilities and community events need compatible schedules.

Who may carry it: Municipal teams and community groups Risk: A maintenance truck and a public event may need
the same path.

Ask: Who owns cross-team conflicts?

04 · CHECKING · Noticing problems before complaints
People inspect damaged equipment, hazards and litter-prone corners.

Who may carry it: Inspectors, staff and regular park users Risk: Problems may remain invisible if reporting is
difficult.

Ask: How can a concern be reported and followed up?

05 · PREPARATION · Planning for seasonal change
Supplies, planting choices and maintenance schedules anticipate heat, rain and high footfall.

Who may carry it: Horticultural teams and planners Risk: A one-season design may not survive the next.

Ask: What changes when weather or use patterns shift?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 08 OF 12 · KNOWLEDGE WORK

A research paper is published
The final PDF looks inevitable; its uncertainty and discarded drafts are harder to see.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · PREPARATION · Finding a question worth testing
Researchers define scope, terminology, ethical boundaries and what evidence would count.

Who may carry it: Researchers and research participants Risk: A clever question can still be unanswerable or poorly
framed.

Ask: What would change the author’s mind?

02 · CHECKING · Methods carry the weight
Research teams examine measures, sampling, code, consent and rival explanations.

Who may carry it: Analysts, methodologists and ethics reviewers Risk: A neat graph can hide fragile assumptions.

Ask: What can the data actually support?

03 · REVISION · The argument gets rewritten
Feedback reveals gaps; authors refine claims, rerun checks or remove an attractive but unsupported result.

Who may carry it: Coauthors, reviewers and editors Risk: Time pressure can reward certainty over accuracy.

Ask: Which conclusion became more modest after review?

04 · COORDINATION · The publication is a shared system
References, permissions, acknowledgements, versions and deadlines must be aligned.

Who may carry it: Editors, librarians, authors and research assistants Risk: Credit can be lost where contributions
are informal.

Ask: Who should be acknowledged or paid?

05 · CARE · People behind data are still people
Good research respects participants, data privacy, professional disagreement and responsible communication.

Who may carry it: Researchers, participants and communities Risk: Extractive work treats lived experience as free
raw material.

Ask: How are contributors protected and informed?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 09 OF 12 · ARTS AND PERFORMANCE

A concert begins on cue
Lights change, sound arrives, and the audience sees an apparently seamless show.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · PREPARATION · The room is made ready
Stagehands load, route cables, test gear and rehearse transitions before the doors open.

Who may carry it: Production crew and stage technicians Risk: Last-minute changes can create trip hazards or
delayed cues.

Ask: Who is still working when the audience arrives?

02 · CHECKING · Sound and light are tested
Technicians test microphones, monitors, gain levels and lighting states.

Who may carry it: Audio and lighting crews Risk: A tiny connection failure can interrupt the performance.

Ask: Are test windows protected from schedule pressure?

03 · COORDINATION · Dozens of cues become one moment
Stage management aligns artists, venue staff, security and technical signals.

Who may carry it: Stage managers and venue staff Risk: An unclear cue can ripple across departments.

Ask: Who maintains the shared run-of-show?

04 · CARE · A safe night for audience and crew
Water, accessible entry, hearing considerations, breaks and respectful conduct all matter.

Who may carry it: Venue teams, security and accessibility staff Risk: Entertainment does not cancel the right to
safe working conditions.

Ask: What does a good show look like for staff, not just guests?

05 · MAINTENANCE · After the final applause
Crews pack equipment, repair wear and leave the venue ready for the next use.

Who may carry it: Load-out crew and facilities teams Risk: The most exhausting work may happen after the visible
highlight.

Ask: Who gets recovery time?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 10 OF 12 · HOSPITALITY

A guest checks into a calm room
The key works, the room is ready and small details seem effortless.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · CHECKING · A room passes the readiness check
Housekeeping checks that requested amenities, cleanliness and reported maintenance issues are addressed.

Who may carry it: Housekeepers and floor supervisors Risk: A rushed inspection pushes problems onto the guest or
next worker.

Ask: Can staff report insufficient time?

02 · PREPARATION · Laundry and supplies arrive first
Linen handling, stock management and room assignments precede each check-in.

Who may carry it: Laundry, housekeeping and storeroom staff Risk: Missing supplies cause delays that guests never
know how to attribute.

Ask: Which inputs most often arrive late?

03 · COORDINATION · Front desk and floors exchange signals
Reception, housekeeping and maintenance share real room status, not optimistic guesses.

Who may carry it: Front desk, room attendants and engineers Risk: A room listed as ready may still need a repair.

Ask: How quickly can one team correct another’s dashboard?

04 · CARE · Responding without dehumanising staff
People handle requests, frustrations and accessibility needs with judgment and boundaries.

Who may carry it: Hospitality workers and guests Risk: Emotional demands increase when systems fail and staff
absorb the blame.

Ask: Can a guest complaint lead to a systems fix?

05 · MAINTENANCE · Rooms are kept usable over years
Technicians repair fixtures, HVAC, plumbing and furnishings before visible failure.

Who may carry it: Maintenance engineers and procurement Risk: Preventive upkeep competes with occupancy
pressure.

Ask: Who is rewarded for problems that never happen?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 11 OF 12 · PUBLIC SAFETY

Help arrives during an emergency
A trained responder arrives with equipment, information and a workable plan.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · PREPARATION · Readiness exists before the call
Training, supplies, staffing and practice keep teams ready for rare but high-stakes events.

Who may carry it: Responders, trainers and dispatch managers Risk: A capability may appear idle until it is
suddenly essential.

Ask: Is readiness funded even when demand is quiet?

02 · CHECKING · Information is confirmed carefully
Dispatchers collect location, urgency and contextual information without assuming every report is complete.

Who may carry it: Dispatch teams and callers Risk: Ambiguous or conflicting reports consume scarce attention.

Ask: What information needs explicit confirmation?

03 · COORDINATION · Multiple handoffs must align
Services coordinate routes, facilities, communication and on-scene responsibilities.

Who may carry it: Dispatchers, responders and receiving teams Risk: Handoffs create risk when records or
authority are unclear.

Ask: Who owns the moment between teams?

04 · MAINTENANCE · Tools are ready at the critical moment
Vehicles, radios, batteries, protective equipment and medical supplies require regular checks.

Who may carry it: Mechanics, logistics and technicians Risk: A failure that was invisible yesterday can matter
immensely today.

Ask: Who documents and addresses equipment faults?

05 · CARE · People need recovery and dignity
Responders and affected people need respectful support, clear information and appropriate follow-up.

Who may carry it: Responders, counsellors and community services Risk: Treating people as units can hide stress,
trauma and ongoing needs.

Ask: How is care extended beyond the first response?
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CHAPTER 03 / MAP 12 OF 12 · MOBILITY

A transit journey is accessible
A traveller navigates ticketing, boarding, transfers and arrival without improvising around barriers.

TRACE BACKWARDS — FIVE PLAUSIBLE DEPENDENCY THREADS

ILLUSTRATIVE COMPOSITE — verify roles, evidence and local standards before using this map.

01 · PREPARATION · The journey begins before boarding
Timetables, wayfinding, station design and clear service information shape travel options.

Who may carry it: Transport planners and information teams Risk: A route can technically exist but be practically
unusable.

Ask: Can someone plan a journey without insider knowledge?

02 · MAINTENANCE · Lifts and ramps keep working
Teams inspect and repair lifts, tactile paving, doors, ramps and passenger information systems.

Who may carry it: Station maintenance and accessibility teams Risk: A single broken lift can break an entire trip.

Ask: Is the alternative route communicated promptly?

03 · CHECKING · Real experience tests the promise
Staff and users identify obstacles that audits or maps missed.

Who may carry it: Passengers, auditors and operations teams Risk: Paper compliance may miss bottlenecks or
confusing transfers.

Ask: Were disabled travellers involved in testing?

04 · COORDINATION · Transfers are services between services
Operators align station staff, routes, disruption messages and help requests.

Who may carry it: Operators, station teams and support personnel Risk: A missed handoff places the repair burden
on travellers.

Ask: Who coordinates support across the full journey?

05 · CARE · Assistance respects autonomy
Support should be offered clearly, without assuming incapacity or forcing a single path.

Who may carry it: Staff, fellow travellers and service designers Risk: Unwanted help can undermine independence
even if well meant.

Ask: Who makes the final choice about assistance?
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CHAPTER 04 / CONVERSATION CARDS

18 questions worth taking into the
field
Use these with consent, without assuming a single person or team is representative.

BEFORE THE RESULT
01. What must be ready before the visible work can begin?

02. Which preparation task is easiest for outsiders to overlook?

03. What do you check even when things look fine?

04. What knowledge did you learn through experience rather than formal training?

05. Which tools, spaces or information must be reliably available?

06. What changes during an unusually busy or difficult day?

WHEN SOMETHING GOES WRONG
07. What is the most common interruption, and who handles it?

08. Which handoff causes confusion when roles are unclear?

09. What small defect has the largest downstream consequence?

10. Are there situations where safety and speed conflict?

11. What can you escalate, and to whom?

12. What would the dashboard miss about your day?

FAIR CREDIT AND BETTER CONDITIONS
13. Which contributions are formally recognised and which are not?

14. Do workload, pay and decision rights match your responsibilities?

15. Which expectation would you most like to renegotiate?

16. What change would improve the job without adding another reporting burden?

17. How can someone thank you without speaking on your behalf?

18. What did my initial map misunderstand or leave out?
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CHAPTER 05 / FIELD WORKSHEETS

The evidence ledger
Use one row per candidate task. “I think it happens” is a valid starting hypothesis; it is not a finding.

OUTCOME: ________________________________________________________________________

SETTING / DATE: ___________________________________________________________________

TASK / DECISION WHO CARRIES IT? WHAT SUPPORTS THIS CLAIM?

Mark each supporting claim: O = observed, R = reported by a participant, D = documented, H = hypothesis. More
than one label may apply.

What might change this map? _________________________________________________________
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CHAPTER 05 / FIELD WORKSHEETS

The handoff & burden audit
Trace the point at which a task passes from one person, team or system to another.

HANDOFF 1 / FROM → TO
What information or material changes hands? Who can correct the record?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

HANDOFF 2 / FROM → TO
Where might ownership become ambiguous? Who absorbs delay?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

HANDOFF 3 / FROM → TO
What does a poor handoff cost in time, dignity, safety or rework?

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Before recommending “more training,” ask whether the actual problem is understaffing, unclear authority, a
broken tool, inaccessible information or conflicting incentives.
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CHAPTER 06 / A FAIRER RESPONSE

Recognition that changes
something
Acknowledgement is valuable. It is not evidence that compensation, rest or safety have been
addressed.

NAME THE OBSERVED CONTRIBUTION

Say what the person actually did, avoiding inflated stories about heroism or personality.

ASK PERMISSION TO SHARE CREDIT

Public acknowledgement should respect privacy, role expectations and the wishes of the person
involved.

CHECK THE MATERIAL CONDITIONS

Can the task be done with suitable time, tools, training, safety and pay?

FIND WHO BENEFITS AND WHO BEARS COST

An efficient process for the customer may shift burdens onto staff, unpaid carers or suppliers.

LET WORKERS CORRECT THE MAP

Invite disagreement and avoid treating your diagram as more authoritative than their experience.

LOOK FOR A SMALL SYSTEM CHANGE

Make roles clearer, fund a maintenance window, pay a contributor, remove unnecessary reporting or
provide real recovery time.

A note you can actually use
“I noticed that [specific person or team, with permission] handled [observed task],
which helped make [outcome] possible. The part I had overlooked was [concrete
contribution]. A practical improvement would be [specific action].”
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CHAPTER 07 / ESSAY 01 OF 06

The paradox of a quiet success
Maintenance is easiest to dismiss when it works

Preventive work often produces an absence: no breakdown, no cancelled opening, no embarrassing
typo, no avoidable injury. That absence is easy to mistake for a lack of effort. A manager sees an
uneventful week and asks whether checks are excessive. A crew sees the same week and knows how
many small faults were caught before they multiplied. The puzzle is epistemic as much as economic:
results do not photograph the counterfactual. A practical response is not to invent a heroic multiplier,
but to keep a record of the tasks, decisions and faults that prevented larger problems. The point is not
that more maintenance is always better. Some routines are outdated, redundant or poorly designed.
Good evaluation asks which checks are valuable, what evidence supports them, and whether workers
have a say in their redesign.

REFLECTION PROMPTS

— What would count as evidence of successful prevention?

— Which maintenance practice might genuinely be unnecessary?

NOTES

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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CHAPTER 07 / ESSAY 02 OF 06

Coordination is real work
The gap between two job descriptions

Organisations often describe what each team produces but leave the work between teams unnamed.
Someone translates terms, notices a missing owner, recalls a promise, moves a schedule and clarifies
which version of a file is current. In a family, this may be a shared calendar that only one person
actively updates. In a warehouse, it is a dispatcher resolving an address that the software cannot.
Coordination is not merely “being helpful”; it uses memory, judgment and negotiation. Yet it can be
abused as a catch-all expectation, particularly when authority is unclear. Try drawing a map of
handoffs. Mark where information changes hands, where decisions wait, and who can settle a conflict.
The most useful improvement may be an explicit decision right, not an additional dashboard.

REFLECTION PROMPTS

— Which handoff is most often assigned to “whoever notices”?

— What one decision right needs to be explicit?

NOTES

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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CHAPTER 07 / ESSAY 03 OF 06

Care has boundaries
Recognition should not become romanticisation

Care work can be intimate, skilled, exhausting and deeply meaningful. It can also be unfairly
distributed. Praise alone cannot compensate for inadequate pay, an unsafe shift, no childcare or
perpetual expectations of emotional availability. An appreciative essay risks becoming another
demand that caregivers be selfless. The better question is how a community or institution can share
responsibility, protect choice and fund the conditions for good care. This means looking beyond the
visible gesture to scheduling, breaks, training and autonomy. It also means asking caregivers rather
than announcing on their behalf what their work means. The ILO documents how unpaid and paid care
work shape access to employment and economic opportunity; time-use surveys help make some of
that work visible. But care is not fully described by a clock. Relationship, quality and consent matter
too.

REFLECTION PROMPTS

— Who can decline care work, and who cannot?

— What would material support look like here?

NOTES

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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The invoice is not the whole story
Counting without pretending to know everything

Price, hours and task counts reveal different parts of an activity. None should masquerade as a
complete measure of its value. One worker might prevent a failure with three minutes of expert
attention; another may need an hour because the tools are inadequate. If we assign a fantasy ratio of
invisible to visible labour, we turn an argument about dignity into a misleading statistic. Better
methods include task diaries, interviews, process observation, role maps and records of rework. Each
has blind spots. Diaries miss forgotten actions; interviews can reflect status differences; observers can
change behaviour. Our atlas deliberately uses fictional composite scenarios and open questions
instead of claiming audited quantities. It can help you notice what to investigate, not certify the size or
price of anyone’s contribution.

REFLECTION PROMPTS

— What can you reliably measure?

— What cannot be reduced to the same unit?

NOTES

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________



THE HIDDEN LABOUR ATLAS SAHIL TAYAL / SAHILVERSE

SAHILTAYAL.COM  ·  AN OPEN FIELD GUIDE, NOT AN AUDIT 25

CHAPTER 07 / ESSAY 05 OF 06

Whose work gets named?
Credit is a design decision

The visible author, speaker, chef or founder often becomes shorthand for a collective output. Some
shorthand is practical; the trouble starts when recognition becomes ownership of everyone else’s
effort. More accurate credit can be designed into everyday processes: name contributors in the closing
slide, list technical and editorial roles on a project, ask who carried the operational risk, and pay people
for responsibilities rather than rewarding them with gratitude alone. Not every contributor wishes to be
publicly named. Privacy, professional norms and consent matter. Credit should therefore be offered,
not imposed. And recognition has to remain connected to the actual contribution; performative praise
can hide persistent inequity. The best acknowledgement is sometimes a more reliable shift schedule,
an appropriate fee or fewer last-minute surprises.

REFLECTION PROMPTS

— Who consented to public credit?

— What form of compensation might matter more than applause?

NOTES

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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A map, not a verdict
Why this atlas uses illustrative chains

It is tempting to trace one polished outcome backwards and announce that the map captures “all” its
hidden labour. No map can. The chain for a school event will differ by country, budget, access needs
and organisational practice. A cleaner’s procedure depends on the facility and relevant standards. A
software release might be maintained by volunteers or a large operations team. Our scenes are
composite examples intended to teach how to ask better questions. They are not observational
research about specific employers, official audits, or proof that an individual task is performed in every
setting. To use the atlas responsibly, replace assumptions with first-hand conversations, inspect local
documentation, identify uncertainty and invite correction. The map becomes useful when it makes
previously overlooked people easier to listen to.

REFLECTION PROMPTS

— Where is this map most likely wrong?

— How could a worker correct it without risk?

NOTES

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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CHAPTER 08 / SOURCES & FURTHER READING

Research that gives us context
The references below inform the topic. They do not verify each invented composite scenario.

01 / ILO · Care work and care jobs

Foundational analysis of paid and unpaid care work and labour-market inequality (2018).

Open the source ↗

02 / ILO · Care and labour-force participation

ILO statistical briefing (2024): 708 million women outside the labour force due to care responsibilities
in 2023; this is not a count of hours.

Open the source ↗

03 / OECD · Time use database

Time-use measures, including unpaid work; national comparability requires care.

Open the source ↗

04 / CDC · Environmental cleaning procedures

Examples of cleaning protocols in healthcare; requirements are setting- and product-specific.

Open the source ↗

05 / W3C · WCAG 2.2

Guidance on usable and accessible digital experiences.

Open the source ↗

Boundaries of the claims
The ILO care-work publications offer evidence about paid and unpaid care work and structural
inequalities. The OECD time-use database describes how time is measured across categories, with
comparability constraints. CDC guidance illustrates why environmental cleaning is protocol-specific.
W3C standards inform accessible web design. None supplies a universal “invisible-to-visible hours”
ratio, and this guide does not claim one.

Data and sources checked during preparation in October 2026. Re-check source updates before quoting numerical
claims or applying workplace procedures.

https://www.ilo.org/publications/major-publications/care-work-and-care-jobs-future-decent-work
https://www.ilo.org/resource/news/unpaid-care-work-prevents-708-million-women-participating-labour-market
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/time-use-database.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthcare-associated-infections/hcp/cleaning-global/procedures.html
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG22/
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TAKE THIS INTO THE WORLD

Your one-page field card
One observed outcome. One honest map. One improvement with a real owner.

RESULT
What became visible, and to whom?

________________________________________________________________________________

HIDDEN DEPENDENCIES
Which preparation, care, maintenance, checking, coordination or revision mattered?

________________________________________________________________________________

EVIDENCE
What did you see? What were you told? What is still a hypothesis?

________________________________________________________________________________

PEOPLE / CONSENT
Whose account should you ask for? Who wishes to remain unnamed?

________________________________________________________________________________

FRICTION
Who absorbs delay, risk, ambiguity, cost or interruption?

________________________________________________________________________________

FOLLOW-THROUGH
Which change could improve the conditions, not just the applause?

________________________________________________________________________________

Make the work visible without making the people smaller.

A free resource from Sahil Tayal / Sahilverse · https://sahiltayal.com/


