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For my children




Introduction

This is the book I thought I didn’t have time to write. It is also the book you think you don’t have time to read. The reason for me, and perhaps for you, is admin.

Modern life is shaped by this unseen form of labor. Demands to do it bombard us, moment to moment, threatening to steal our focus and waste our time. This labor is often neither appreciated nor compensated. And yet no one can entirely escape it.


  What is on your admin to-do list right now?


That is the first question I asked everyone I interviewed.1 Now I am asking you. Before you can answer, you need to know what admin is.

Admin is the office-type work that it takes to run a life and a household. As with actual office work, this life admin involves both secretarial and managerial labor—filling out forms, scheduling doctors’ appointments, sorting mail, making shopping lists, returning faulty products, paying bills and taxes, applying for government benefits or identification, making financial decisions, managing any outsourcing, and keeping track of everything that needs doing. This list covers only a fraction of the job description.

Almost any life endeavor can have an admin component. Celebrating a loved one’s birthday may involve social admin—planning and hosting a party, ordering a gift, or both. Starting a workout regime, depending on your chosen exercise, might include gym admin—comparing gyms for their facilities and fees and locations, filling out forms, setting up payment. Adopting a dog inevitably means some pet admin—figuring out shots and vet appointments and alternative care when you travel. And calling your father just to say hello might well lead to co-navigating a solution to his computer problems—parent admin (or dadmin).

Everyone’s admin to-do list differs. What is on your list right now?

One admin question leads to many others.


  When do you do admin?


Demands for admin arrive by email, voicemail, and text; they pile up on the mail table; they lurk in our overflowing to-do lists. Yet there is no good time to complete these tasks. We are frequently left to confront them, as best we can, through multitasking and in stolen moments. Admin thus becomes like another job that runs alongside our work, leisure, and sleep, compromising each endeavor.

The second shift has become the term for women’s household labor after a day’s work outside the home.2 Admin—with its pervasive presence in the margins of everything else—should be understood as everyone’s parallel shift. Admin is like a second (or third or fourth) job we are each asked to do in the margins of our other roles.


  What would help you with admin?


A dizzying array of books tells us how little time we have, how overwhelmed and compromised our minds have become.3 The concept of admin I’m identifying helps us to see a pervasive form of invisible labor and to formulate solutions.

We can make life choices that reduce or redistribute or detoxify admin—and we can envision change at the level of law, markets, and community norms. Viewing admin as a form of labor is the first step to understanding how this work is created, how its demands find us, and how the pathways of these demands can be interrupted or redirected.

The book you are reading is the book I wish I’d read ten years ago, before I got married and had kids, before I started to set the patterns in my own family life. But even more so, this is the book I wish everyone who influences my life had read five years before that. If this book had been read by policymakers and employers, retail CEOs and creative entrepreneurs, educational administrators and, yes, several members of my family, then maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t have an admin problem to fix.


  Does admin affect your relationships in any way?


I started writing this book to fix the admin problem in my own life. One morning after my second child was born, before I had any idea that admin would become a research project, I sat down at my computer and started making a list of all the different kinds of admin I do. I couldn’t have imagined this would turn into a book; I had only just begun to realize admin was a thing at all. And, if it was a thing, it seemed to be only my thing.

I was trying to make this thing visible in my home, trying to find a way to convey to my wife just how much time I was spending on the details of our household. Beyond that, I was trying to lay the groundwork for her to identify which of these tasks she considered necessary. Unnecessary was the term she often applied to (the as-yet-unnamed) admin when I first started bringing up tasks in that category. The tasks only I thought necessary—like writing thank-you notes—probably weren’t worth discussing further. A lost cause. But knowing which tasks she agreed were necessary would, I hope, give us a starting point for divvying those up. None of this was fun, especially as a mother of two with a more-than-full-time job that I loved.

From the start, my wife and I aspired to be full partners in parenting and housework. We outsourced as much of the latter as we could afford and as much of the former as we needed in order to do our jobs. We aimed to split the rest. Nonetheless, I felt overburdened. Slowly, I began to realize that the cause of my frustration was this invisible layer of work I was doing alongside and around everything else.

I don’t know how it happened, really, how I became the principal admin Doer in our household. Perhaps it started with our wedding, which I did more to plan. We had a modest wedding—fewer than sixty people, mostly family, in a special place from my childhood: lakeside in a small Midwestern town. I thought it was so romantic that my wife already had the place in mind when she proposed. Little did I know that marrying in my special place would give me a special role in our wedding admin. (To be fair, neither did she.) My role as Doer may have started even earlier, though. She moved into my apartment, so I was already paying the rent and calling the handyman for repairs. The precise origin of our admin roles is unclear.

What is clear is that I have not always been a Doer. In my longest relationship before my marriage, I was definitely the Non-Doer. I was in fact so lackadaisical about admin that when my girlfriend and I moved into university housing for my new job, she called my employer’s human resources people, without asking me, to make the arrangements. I was a little angry when I found out; her call somehow seemed insulting or intrusive. She pointed out that I would never have gotten around to making this call, or at least I would have stalled until it was so close to the move-in date that finding movers would have been difficult. She was right, and I ceased to be upset. But I felt newly aware of, and a little embarrassed about, my status as the Non-Doer.

And so there I sat, in the winter of 2013, a married mother of two and a reluctant Doer, and I was in a quandary. How could I convey to my wife what I was spending all those hours doing? And what could I say in our disagreement about the necessity and the value of this unseen labor? So I started listing these tasks.


The results surprised me. The list went down one page and on to the next. More and more items kept coming, and they started to sort themselves into categories. This book had begun to be written.


  Is there anyone in your life who does more admin than they should?


I presented an early version of the ideas that became this book to colleagues a few months after the list-making began. The reaction was far more intense than I had anticipated. Law professors in the audience talked as if I had seen right into their minds and marriages. Starting with that first presentation, I have heard again and again versions of the same response: “You’ve given me a word to describe this thing in my life,” “You’ve changed the vocabulary in our household,” or “I’ve never read a paper that so perfectly describes my life.” Admin seemed to be hitting a nerve.

At that first presentation I gave, an audience member told the story of a friend who once tried to list all the unseen things she did for her household—things the speaker now understood fell into my category of admin. Her friend had started trying to record all her admin endeavors in a day, and, apparently, before sundown, “she gave up.”

Perhaps she felt overwhelmed by the sheer size of the list she was making. Perhaps she was afraid to admit to herself just how much more she was doing than her husband to run their household, afraid to see inequity in a relationship that aspired to equity. Perhaps this woman understood that no list, however long, would suffice. Perhaps she realized that list was really the beginning of a book.


  Do you ever talk about admin?


Realizing that admin was a thing led me to start asking admin questions. First I asked these questions informally, of almost everyone I encountered, and then eventually through interviews and brainstorming sessions. I knew the book would be written through the lens of my life and experience, but I wanted to reach beyond that, to learn more about the many faces of admin in our vastly different lives. I can’t promise to capture your experience, but I hope to touch some aspect of it in the pages that follow.

Asking people about admin, I also started to see its lighter side. I began to get a sense of humor about how bad admin can make you feel and to find some relief in hearing other people talk about it.


  What kinds of admin would you most like not to do?


The time we spend on admin can skyrocket during major life events—both challenging and joyful ones. Illness and impairment often come with substantial labor of this kind (disability admin), and the admin created by divorce or the death of a loved one can practically overwhelm a person already weighed down with grief (divorce admin and death admin). Job loss can trigger an avalanche of highly stressful financial admin (as well as job-hunt admin).

Happier occasions, too, can be admin-intensive. Consider wedding admin or graduation admin. The onslaught of parenting admin that accompanies a new baby rivals sleeplessness for the least fun part of the job.


  Does admin occupy space in your mind? Are there moments when admin isn’t on your mind?


Everyone above a certain age faces admin demands of one form or another. Indeed, admin may define adulthood today.

And yet school provides no training for this work, and the market, at present, offers few solutions. Vacations invite us to escape admin (even if they usually require admin to make them happen). That out-of-office autoreply may confront personal as well as professional callers. The road trip, the retreat, the allure of going off the grid—our collective escape fantasies, our nostalgia for childhood—these offer tantalizing glimpses of our lives and our minds freed from admin. But no escape route can free us entirely.


Life admin almost prevented me from writing Life Admin. While I have been trying to write this book, I have moved my household to a different state (twice); searched for a rental home (twice, from out of state); trudged through New York City’s notorious kindergarten-application process (twice, once from out of state); hired nine different babysitters (and said goodbye to most when we moved or they moved or we couldn’t afford them anymore); transitioned two small children into new schools (twice for each child because of the moves); took a year-long position visiting at another university (and then returned); served jury duty (fortunately, for only two days); had my car broken into (by someone who left gloves and blood inside); and, last but certainly not least, labored through marital separation and divorce (nearly complete).

Any subset of these events could have made this a big admin era. Some of my admin, like applying to private schools in New York City for my kids, reflects my idiosyncratic demographic as well as tremendous privilege. (Let it be noted, though: While you’re doing this kindergarten-application process—which required writing more essays than I wrote to get into college—it doesn’t feel like nearly the privilege it is.) Other admin I’ve faced lately, like moving to another state for a job or renting a home, is familiar to anyone with the good fortune to have job prospects and money for rent. Other admin-intensive events in my life, like divorce, no one wishes for. Combining good and bad alike, I have faced more admin during this time than I ever imagined possible.4

This is not a memoir. It is not a tell-all journey through divorce admin or school applications. Or a how-to guide to solving any of the particular admin problems I’ve faced this year. And yet, writing this book saved my life. Had I not identified the concept of admin as a problem to be solved, had I not read innumerable books and articles on related topics, had I not spent countless hours conducting interviews and brainstorming sessions to learn how various individuals experience and address this problem, had I not found other people struggling to face their admin with energy and intelligence and collaborated with them, I surely would never have survived this admin hell, much less managed to get to yoga fairly often, lose my baby weight (and gain some back and then lose most of it again), and, eventually, stare at a blank screen long enough to write this book.

Admin’s demands on my time and mental space were one major challenge of writing this book. The other major challenge was admin’s demands on you. How does one write a book for people facing such impositions on their time and mental space? Your quandary has plagued me, these many months, as much as my own. I’ve had no choice but to make it worth our while.


  Have you developed any tools or strategies to help you with admin?


How did this project save me? The short answer is innovation. I had to invent solutions to admin. Ones I could implement in my life, as well as ones I could only fantasize about effecting in the world around me.

I gathered most of my ideas from other people. Through my interviews and brainstorming sessions, I have gained admin insights from over a hundred individuals, to whom I am deeply grateful. And there were also many more colleagues, friends, and acquaintances I didn’t interview who shared their stories and ideas while I was traveling the lecture circuit, puzzling about admin during shared meals, or searching for conversation topics at my children’s school events.5

People have divulged their secret feelings about admin. They have conveyed the texture of admin in their lives. They have shown me the notebooks and calendars and piles where they keep it. They have shared their admin aspirations, their hopes for the kind of people they wish to be in the future. They have described how they’ve used admin to pursue their own ambitions or help other people or avoid whatever else they should be doing. They have confessed their private manipulations around admin in their relationships, whether successful or doomed. They have narrated their attempts to change the way admin is done in their communities and their commercial encounters. They have outlined their strategies for dealing with it and living with it.

I am deeply interested in all these topics, but the last has been vital. Spurred by a researcher’s fascination and a drowning person’s desperation, I have become a sponge for admin strategies.

The pages that follow take us from admin problems through admin surprises to admin futures. Though the last part focuses squarely on how we and the world can change, the ideas I’ve gathered for how we can better address admin in our lives, individually and collectively, are offered throughout.

Understanding the problem (Part 1) means not only making admin and its costs visible and tracing the patterns by which it becomes “stuck” to people, but painting a picture of the four main admin personalities I’ve encountered. Illuminating some surprises (Part 2) shows admin at its worst and its best—we see here how admin can clobber us, but also how it can transform us; how admin comparisons can separate us from those we love, but also how an admin perspective can help us find new pleasures, realize goals, change our environments, and even love better. Imagining the future (Part 3) starts local by offering ideas for improving our relationships and strategies for tackling admin at an individual level. But admin is not just your problem or my problem. It is everyone’s problem. The final chapter builds on this conviction and begins to fantasize about admin utopias—radical departures from our current world—before zeroing in on concrete structural changes we can make to law, markets, norms, and education.6 The epilogue offers a snapshot of where I’ve landed in my own admin journey, followed by a collection of my favorite Ideas to Try. I hope this spares you the trouble—aka reader admin—of marking practical suggestions in the book as you read. Lastly, I’ve included an Admin Personalities Quiz, inviting you to explore your own admin ways.



  What would you be doing if you weren’t doing admin?


If you had a block of twenty extra hours this month or an extra five hours every week, what would you do with the time? Would you commit to a vigorous new endeavor—exercising, learning a language, practicing meditation or a musical instrument, joining a book club, investing in your professional development, volunteering in your community? Or would you embrace the possibility of downtime—see a friend or a movie or just get some sleep? What would you do with the time you gain from solving an admin problem?

I ask myself this question often these days. Identifying admin before it lands makes this question possible, even urgent. This is one of the biggest changes I’ve noticed now that admin has become visible to me: I can see it coming, flying in my direction. That gives me the chance to make a choice—and more often than I would have imagined, using strategies I discuss in the book, I can choose to save myself or someone else time and mental space. I sometimes think of those extra hours as Admin Savings Time.

In the year after I began this project, I spared a friend a big chunk of moving admin. He was taking a short-term job in New York City, and I hooked him up with a sublet. He had generously read the first draft of my legal article on admin, so he knew the nature of my thinking these days. After he chose to take the available sublet rather than going out apartment-hunting, I sent him this message: You’ve just received the gift of 20+ hours of your life. What are you going to do with that time?

In academic circles, this question can turn into a philosophical debate. “Do you really think,” I’ve been asked, “that having less admin will lead people to do anything really meaningful? Or will people just find more admin to do?”

My answer is simple. I do imagine that, with less admin to do, some people will do something uniquely meaningful. I imagine that some other people will sleep more, or play more, or exercise more, or make love more. And, yes, some people will find more admin to do.

But maybe even the most unrelenting admin Doers will finally get around to making the family photo album they’ve been planning or sending a wedding gift to that cousin they felt so close to years ago instead of spending so much time doing their taxes or battling the cell-phone company. Maybe they’ll do something ever so slightly closer to their own choosing.

What will you do with your Admin Savings Time? Even if reducing admin merely allows you to waste more time, I hope you do more of the kind of time wasting that makes your very particular heart sing.



  Part I


Admin Problems


1

What Is Admin?


They steal money, and I have to fill out forms. What a country this is.

—Wonder Woman in The New Original Wonder Woman, after she stops a robbery at gunpoint



 

 

 

This book is about something most people think is both trivial and boring. What could be worse? you may be thinking. I once shared that view of admin.

Admin is the office work of life. It is the organizing and coordinating and managing and faxing and emailing and calling and texting of our information and our lives. This is the kind of work that you can spend a whole day doing and then wonder, Where did my day go?

The Biggest Tiniest Thing

Admin seems trivial. This is part of its dangerous logic. By appearing to be small and unimportant, admin rarely commands our full attention or inspires sustained protest. But anyone who is considering enrolling in an insurance plan, buying a consumer item, applying for school or financial aid, seeking a loan or government benefits, planning a wedding or a party, or moving to a new home is heading down a road lined with admin demands.

Each path will involve choices, conscious or not, whether to do admin, avoid admin, or delegate admin to someone else. For the admin we do, we face choices about how to do it, how much time to spend on it, even how to feel about it. For the admin we deflect or defer, we face choices about the timbre of our interactions around it. These are decisions about how we spend our time and about what demands we place on others’ time. Few things could be more important.

Admin shapes life outcomes. Consider financial-aid forms for college. By one conservative estimate, the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) cost US families 30 million hours last year.1 Help with this admin matters. A recent study showed that students who received pro bono professional assistance with the FAFSA were more likely to attend college, receive financial aid, and stay enrolled.2 Anyone who has applied for financial aid can understand how the FAFSA might defeat some people.

Admin has financial consequences. One study estimates that approximately 20% of US households that could benefit from home-mortgage refinancing fail to do so, resulting in a forgone savings of $5.4 billion.3 Why? Often, the study found, homeowners who received a letter offering them an appealing refinancing opportunity felt too busy to make the first phone call in response. Many failed even to open the letters. Those of us with piles of mail know how they feel.

The Deepest Dullest Thing

Doing admin sounds like the quintessence of boring. But thinking about admin can be the opposite of boring.

Becoming aware of this thing I call admin has felt like emerging from an inspired conceptual art museum, the kind that makes you see art everywhere you look. Or like wandering into the old Tootsie Roll commercial where the cartoon boy strolls along singing, “Everything I see becomes a Tootsie Roll to me,” as lampposts and trees morph into elongated chocolate candies.

I see admin everywhere. And it has become a site of growth and possibility, not just the epitome of anxiety and dullness. Admin is there for all the big events: weddings, births, birthdays, dating, vacations, holidays, new homes, funerals. It is the stuff of life and death.

“I worried that my partner might find what I’m talking about boring,” Lauren (not her real name4) said after describing her admin to an assigned partner in a brainstorming session. “We think about admin as boring or . . . invisible, and yet,” she reflected, admin “can be very high stakes. It can have high consequences. It can be really dramatic.”

Admin is also intimate. It involves our calendars, our to-do lists—personal items we fear losing and often share with no one. Admin is the stuff of secrets: for some, those embarrassing piles of paper and stacks of mail; for others, the pleasure in creating order and checking off completed items.

First, we have to face it squarely. For many people, admin is a series of problems.

Our Problems

My neighbor Steven, a distinguished and prolific writer, did not write a book last summer. He spent his summer in the probate office of a small New England town. His aging sister had died, and he became the family member in charge of her death admin. I admire his sense of duty, but I miss the book he didn’t write.

Diana drove for over two years with an expired car registration. In some states, driving without a valid registration can lead to hundreds of dollars in fines, an impounded car, suspension of your license, or even jail time. How did this generally law-abiding woman come to break the law so obviously? She dreads and avoids her admin. What she didn’t know until we discussed the concept of admin was how many people share her feelings.

A teacher I know, Tom, faced a financial crisis that saddled him with painful and complicated admin. Trying to support his family, Tom racked up $35,000 in credit-card debt. He has been fielding calls from debt collectors and making futile efforts to secure a bank loan. His latest dilemma is choosing among debt settlement, debt consolidation, or bankruptcy. Just learning what those terms mean took hours he could have spent working.

In 2014, the New York Times profiled a biochemist, Ricardo Dolmetsch, who left Stanford for Novartis to seek a biochemical treatment for autism. Dolmetsch’s new research mission was inspired by his son’s diagnosis. When the Times reporter asked how his son’s autism had affected the work of his wife, Asha Nigh, a neurobiologist, Dolmetsch replied, “She can’t work full time any more. She’s earned a Ph.D. in insurance.” He explained: “When you have an autistic child, you must learn how to navigate the elaborate, complicated medical system in the U.S. That requires a lot of time.”5

These individuals have admin problems. As do I.

I have spent countless hours trying to escape admin in order to write about admin. Minor tasks this morning have included several forms of parenting admin (calling about a prescription refill for my daughter’s latest kiddie plague; emailing babysitters about hours; asking someone knowledgeable what next-size-up car seat is sturdy and affordable), retail admin (ordering a three-pronged plug adaptor for my laptop; opening several UPS boxes of household supplies), social admin (proofreading my niece’s cover letter for her job applications; wrapping a gift for a friend who’s moving overseas), leisure admin (remembering to set the television to record a program I want to watch), and death admin (helping my mother decide how to dispose of some possessions belonging to her late husband).


Each of these tasks took only a trivial amount of time. Not so trivial was my main admin accomplishment of the morning: submitting a claim on my employee Flexible Spending Account. For that, I spent over an hour filling out the form, pulling claim reports off the insurance company web portal, updating a spreadsheet to tally this set of claims, compiling all these documents into a pdf, printing the official form to sign and then scanning the signed form and adding it to the pdf, and, finally, uploading the pdf to a website created by my employer. This took just over an hour because I know how to do it; the first time took far longer.

Why do I do this several times a year? To get some of my own money from my employer. More precisely, the government gives me the option to receive some of my salary in pretax dollars to make my spending on health care and childcare go further. The government gives me this tax savings so long as I go through this rigmarole.

Some readers are surely baffled by this behavior, especially those who live most anywhere outside the United States, or who have never had significant health-care or childcare costs, or who have enough money to not care about saving several thousand dollars in taxes.6 But even those readers familiar with Flexible Spending Accounts, whether personally or by association, may be a little puzzled. Why is the government paying me to waste my time? Surely there’s a better way.

Some might claim that this Flexible Spending Account admin is entirely sensible. The government wants to give that tax savings only to the people who need it. So, the argument goes, making people work to get the benefit helps to ration it, to funnel it to those most deserving of it.7

Perhaps. But are those who need the benefit the most also the organized and motivated people who have the time to take these steps? To begin to get a handle on this question, we need to be able to see admin. We need to identify it and understand it. We need to make it visible.


What We Talk About When We Talk About Admin

For starters, we need to see admin as labor. Admin is labor in the sense that it’s a means to an end—something we do not for its own sake, but in order to achieve some other goal. For example, most people would welcome the invention of a machine that could help them complete their paperwork at the doctor’s office or find a retirement home for their aging parents just as effectively and in one-tenth of the time. By contrast, if you told people about a way that they could connect with their children just as well in one-tenth of the time, I think most people would be puzzled by the proposal (even if some might be intrigued). We tend to believe that the time spent with our children has a value apart from whatever outcomes it produces. Not so for admin.

More precisely, admin is a particular kind of labor. Admin is the kind of work that people do in offices. Much, though not all, admin involves less physical, less observable activity than most forms of traditional labor, such as growing food (in the fields), or cooking food (in the kitchen), or building things (in a factory), or selling things (in a store), or caring for people (in a home or school or hospital).

Some life admin involves doing the same things that are done in an office. Other admin is merely analogous to office work. For instance, making a grocery list or planning a child’s birthday party is not precisely an activity that would be done in the workplace. But these tasks are similar to ordering inventory or planning an office event.

Admin includes both the kind of work that office managers might do and the kind of work that secretaries or administrative assistants (aka admins) might do.8 Here are some basic types of life admin:


	Completing institutional paperwork


	Managing and coordinating schedules



	Managing inflow and outflow of mail, messages, and other communications


	Creating shopping lists and planning meals (but not cooking them)


	Maintaining the quantity and monitoring the location of supplies in the home


	Researching, completing, and following up on consumer purchases


	Managing utilities


	Handling finances


	Managing health, medical, and insurance matters


	Researching and applying for activities, schools, financial aid, and public benefits


	Keeping track of important documents


	Managing the selection, upkeep, and sale of any property, rented or owned


	Managing any outsourcing or other assistance (from plumbers to babysitters)


	Maintaining correspondence and gift exchanges


	Planning and organizing holidays, parties, and special events


	Planning and arranging transportation and travel, whether for commuting or vacation


	Keeping track of everything that needs to be done, one way or another.




These examples should give a picture of admin—the office work of life.

What admin doesn’t include is chores. Most chores have an admin dimension, though, notably the “mental load” of that chore.9 Making the grocery list is the admin dimension of the chore of grocery shopping; figuring out what supplies you need and when and how you will get clothes clean is the admin dimension of doing laundry. Childcare per se is not admin, but caring for children often involves multifarious forms of admin, like arranging for childcare or figuring out what food or clothes they need. (When the admin part of a chore involves meeting children’s needs, then you’re at the center of the diagram in figure 1, where all three forms of labor intersect.)

 



Figure 1

Admin’s Overlap with Chores and Childcare
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There are interesting questions about the outer boundaries of admin—what’s in and what’s out around the edges. For present purposes, let’s not get bogged down in definitional subtleties. Most of us know admin well enough when we see it. A few people even told me they already use the word admin (or administrivia or just stuff.) for this type of household work.10

At this point, I’m curious how you’re feeling. After reading that list of admin examples, do you feel a little anxious or worried about some undone admin? Or does a list in that form seem remote, contained at a safe distance?

Reactions to hearing about admin vary, as I learned from brainstorming sessions. A few people found conversations about admin to be stressful, mostly because hearing about someone else’s admin reminded them of more admin they needed to do. (Feel free to jot down a few things you need to do, on a list or in the margins or inside the back cover, if it helps you keep reading.) The stressed response was unusual, though. Most people found discussing admin to be a relief. It was like they were airing out some heavy blanket weighing them down. Their faces even looked lighter. Releasing admin into the atmosphere made room for other things. So let’s try it.

Let’s start with the worst.

Awful Admin

If you ask people what form of admin they would use to torture someone, most will laugh at the question—at the absurdity of pairing something so serious with something that sounds so trivial—but then they may well come with suggestions.

Battling insurance companies. Doing identity-theft damage control. Looking for an important document you didn’t file well (or at all). Searching for childcare. Finding someone to do something necessary, like a dentist. Facing debt or lack-of-money admin. Replacing the contents of a lost or stolen wallet. Locating lost luggage. Being audited. Filing for a restraining order. Coping with malfunctioning technology, especially phones or computers. (Like when Word suddenly started repeating a keyyyyyyyyyy and then froze while I was writing this book.) Disputing bills with the cell-phone or cable company. Applying for disability, housing, or food-stamp benefits. Taking care of anything involving the passport office.


People’s ideas for the worst admin often echo their current to-do lists. What comes to mind as the worst is what comes to mind at all. Ideas for the worst admin also reflect a person’s particular life circumstances. I have sometimes said, only half joking, that if you told me any person’s top five forms of admin, I could locate the person demographically with remarkable precision.

High on my list of the worst, maybe because I live in New York City, is emergency-planning admin. My neighborhood is littered with posters that warn WINGING IT IS NOT AN EMERGENCY PLAN. MAKE A DISASTER PLAN WITH YOUR KIDS. After ignoring the posters for months—dismissing momentary pangs of guilt and terror as I walked past them—I tried to visit the relevant government website. The site instructed me to inform myself about twenty-eight different kinds of disasters. (The list begins, in alphabetical order, with Active Shooter, Bioterrorism, and Chemical Emergencies.) The eight-page Family Emergency Plan form gave me “10 Ways to Participate in America’s PrepareAthon.”11 The site wanted me to learn about all these possible disasters, imagine them happening, then take specific steps for each, including filling out forms and talking about my plan “regularly” with family and friends.

My interviewees also lamented admin that’s awful because it involves painful human interactions. Dealing with unreliable or dishonest or discriminatory people in consumer admin was singled out. (Related burdens include the extra admin of trying to find a trustworthy seller in notoriously discriminatory markets, or the guilt of knowing you won’t find the time to do the complaining or suing-them admin.12) Especially awful is any admin where you are basically powerless and the result depends on other people who are indifferent to your suffering. (Government desk clerks were the prime targets here, especially when they seemed to make the rules up as they went along, otherwise known as “desk-clerk law.”)

Subtler categories of awful admin emerged in my interviews. For instance, redoing admin. That is, any kind of admin that involves redoing something you’ve already done once—or more than once. Like when a web portal loses all the information you’ve just entered. (One interviewee colorfully labeled this Sisyphus admin, after the mythical king condemned to roll the same boulder up the hill over and over and over.) Or regret admin: composing apologies, paying late bills or late fees, or doing anything that is already overdue.

Participants in one brainstorming session singled out penalty-avoidance admin. Rather than offering you a possible benefit (like planning a vacation or comparing utilities for a better deal), some admin is necessary just to avoid a negative consequence (like renewing an ID card or paying a parking ticket).13 “All you’re doing is just getting yourself back to where you started and it’s going to take you a whole load of time.” A close cousin of these is admin cascades, where someone moves one appointment and all the events of your day, lined up like dominoes, must be rescheduled.

Murky Admin

Murky admin is admin that lingers in your mind or on your to-do list because what needs doing is amorphous or requires you to face facts you don’t want to face. You may lack crucial information. Or you’re stalled on making a decision that the admin depends on.

For example, writing a letter to an old friend whose last name now escapes you. She changed it, but to what? Or calling to find out if you missed that deadline. What if you did? Do you really want to know?

Murky admin hangs out on your to-do list for days, weeks, or even months. Yet the task at hand often seems so small, tiny even, that it mocks your weakness. You can’t even write a single short email, it says. You can’t make one little phone call.

For a month, my identity-theft protection company called me regularly. They left voicemails. They sent me emails. They just needed an updated credit-card number to continue billing me. But I couldn’t bring myself to call them back. Why? Eventually I realized I wasn’t sure I wanted to continue paying for identity-theft protection. And if I did, I probably wanted to downgrade my coverage. (I definitely wanted them to stop sending me emails listing every known sex offender in my home zip code—which, in New York City, is a lot of people.) And yet it felt risky to downgrade my identity-theft protection. It took me several weeks of dodging their calls before I recognized that I had a decision to make—a decision I didn’t really want to make—that was implicated by the simple act of calling them back. That simple act was really not so simple.

Lauren and her sister, Danielle, who both participated in a series of brainstorming sessions I conducted, immediately recognized the category of murky admin. When enough of it accumulates, they call each other and request “a consult.”

Whether or not you want company on your murky-admin journey, if you want to see murky admin in action, do an inventory of your to-do list. Look for items that have been there far longer than your average turnaround time. Ask yourself if any of these are things someone else wants you to do—and if you don’t have to do them after all. Think if any involve facts or decisions that are unknown or uncertain. Give yourself a break and treat your murky admin items as the challenge that they are. Tackle them in a strong moment, not a weak one. And bring in reinforcements. Food, drink, or love.

Surviving the most trivial form of torture deserves a celebration.

From Suffering to Relief

That admin pain could take so many forms was a revelation from my years of admin conversations. But the biggest surprise for me was how many people seemed to enjoy admin. At least some admin, at least some of the time.

I’m not talking here about the minority who relish that archetypal admin activity: filling out forms. Those folks do exist. They have their own web groups. (Of course.) One such group is called I Love Filling Out Forms.14 A typical post reads, “I want to work at a bank just so I can fill out forms. For the longest time I wanted to count money
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