
        
            
                
            
        

    
	LIVING WELL

	COLLECTION 1: CUT THROUGH THE NOISE

	EPISODE SIX

	THE COMPETENCE TAX

	Why Capable People Inherit Everyone Else's Unfinished Work

	 

	William R. Stanek

	Published by Stanek & Associates

	 


Copyright and Disclaimer

	The Competence Tax
Why Capable People Inherit Everyone Else's Unfinished Work

	Copyright © 2027 William R. Stanek. All rights reserved.

	Living Well: Cut Through the Noise, Episode 6

	First ebook edition: 2027

	Published in the United States of America.

	Published by RP Media LLC and its associated imprints.

	www.reagentpress.com

	General Disclaimer

	This book is provided for educational and informational purposes only. It does not provide legal, financial, employment, labor-relations, medical, psychological, or other professional advice. Workplace authority, contractual duties, union rules, safety requirements, licensing standards, and employment protections vary. Use your judgment, follow applicable policies, and seek qualified assistance when appropriate. The author and publisher make no guarantee of any particular outcome.

	No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher, except as permitted by applicable copyright law.

	 


The Living Well Series

	Living Well is a sixty-title reader and audiobook series by William R. Stanek. Across six collections, the series examines how people direct limited time, attention, energy, and influence toward what matters while adapting to change, maintaining connection, and contributing responsibly. Each title stands alone and combines a realistic human case with one focused Living Well tool and a small practice.
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	This Collection

	Living Well: Cut Through the Noise

	Protect your time, attention, and emotional energy without becoming indifferent, irresponsible, or unavailable to the people who genuinely need you.

	This book is Episode 6 of ten. It may be read independently or as part of the full collection.

	Episodes in This Collection

	
		Stop Caring About Everything

		Your Attention Is Not Public Property

		When Urgent Is a Lie

		The Cost of a Yes You Don't Mean

		Not Every Fire Is Yours

		The Competence Tax

		The Emotional Budget

		The Decision You Keep Avoiding

		A Life with Fewer Shoulds

		Make Room for What Matters



	 


A Note on the Human Cases

	The people and situations in this book are illustrative. They were created to examine recognizable choices, pressures, and consequences. They should not be understood as clients, patients, employees, coaching participants, or attendees from William R. Stanek's former seminars or retreats unless a passage is explicitly identified as a verified personal account.

	The examples are not promises that a particular tool will produce approval, reduced workload, promotion, cooperation, changed management, or any other guaranteed result. Their purpose is to make a difficult decision easier to examine.

	How to Use This Book

	Read the book straight through, or work with it over several days. Elena's case examines a capable employee whose private effort has become the team's unofficial backup system. The Living Well Care Filter helps name the actual request, make the displaced work visible, and place the tradeoff with the person who has authority to decide.

	The reader edition adds three levels of practice:

	
		Notice and Weigh - identify the work that repeatedly reaches you, why it reaches you, and what it displaces.

		Choose and Act - complete the Competence Tax Tradeoff Sheet and state one tradeoff clearly.

		Review and Contribute - test one changed response for seven days and examine what capacity remains afterward.



	Use your ebook's notes feature, a notebook, or a separate document. You do not need to refuse every extra assignment. Some additional work is valuable, necessary, fairly rewarded, or genuinely shared. The goal is to stop treating your private overextension as proof that the system has enough capacity.

	One Tool in Full

	This book presents the Living Well Care Filter in full. The supporting Impact and Capacity Check appears only as a lens for asking what should become easier for someone else after you help. The recurring process beneath the book is Notice, Weigh, Choose, Act, Review, and Contribute.
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The Human Moment

	Competence attracts work. Eventually, it can attract everyone else's unfinished thinking. Elena is halfway through reviewing a monthly forecast when her manager appears beside her desk. He is holding a laptop. That is rarely a promising sign. He says:

	Do you have a minute?

	Elena looks at the forecast. It is due at three. The first sentence of her answer should probably be no. Instead, she says:

	What's going on?

	A client presentation is scheduled for tomorrow morning. The project belongs to another member of the team, Noah. He assembled the slides, gathered the figures, and wrote the summary. But several numbers do not match. The recommendation on page twelve is vague. Two departments have provided different versions of the same data. And the person who normally approves the financial section is unavailable until late afternoon. Elena's manager turns the laptop toward her.

	Can you take a look? You're good at finding these things. The sentence sounds like recognition. It is recognition. Elena is good at finding these things. She knows which report contains the approved number. She knows that one department records adjustments immediately while the other records them the following month. She knows which questions the client is likely to ask. She also knows that take a look does not mean take a look. It means:

	Find the correct figures. Reconcile the versions. Rewrite the recommendation. Explain the changes to Noah. Check the rest of the presentation because the known errors create doubt about everything around them. Then somehow finish the forecast that was already hers. Elena asks:

	When do you need it?

	Her manager says:

	As soon as you can. Noah's a little underwater. Elena looks across the office. Noah is speaking with someone on the phone. His desk is covered with printouts. He does look overwhelmed. The client presentation matters. Noah needs help. Her manager needs the work completed. Elena can probably fix it. That is the problem. She can probably fix nearly everything that reaches her. So nearly everything reaches her.

	Capability answers whether you can do the work. It does not decide whether the work belongs to you.

	The Comfortable Lie

	The comfortable lie is:

	If I am capable of doing the work, accepting it is part of being a good employee.

	Capability matters. Jobs involve flexibility. Teams help one another. People step beyond the exact wording of a job description. A workplace in which everyone says, "That is not my responsibility," while the building quietly fills with unsolved problems would not be admirable. Rigid refusal is not the goal. But capability does not settle ownership. Being able to perform a task does not automatically mean:

	
		It belongs to you

		It outranks your existing work

		You possess the authority required to complete it

		You should accept the risk if it goes wrong

		You should do it repeatedly

		You should do it without recognition or support

		You should train everyone while continuing to carry the full workload

		You should solve the same structural problem again next month



	Competence answers one question:

	Can this person do the work?

	It does not answer:

	Should this person do the work?

	That requires a larger examination.

	Who owns the outcome?

	What was already assigned?

	What must move?

	Who decides?

	Is this a temporary need or a continuing pattern?

	Will accepting the work solve a problem—or make the problem less visible?

	A capable person may still choose to take it. The choice should not be made solely by the existence of their ability.

	The Harder Truth

	The Compliment That Carries Work

	The competence tax often arrives disguised as praise. You are so good at this. You're the only person who understands the process. You always catch what everyone else misses. I knew I could count on you.

	Can you work your magic?

	You make this look easy. Those words may be sincere. A manager may genuinely value your judgment. A coworker may genuinely admire your ability. Recognition matters. Most people would rather have their contributions noticed than ignored. But sometimes the compliment arrives carrying a task. You are good at this, therefore you should do more of it. You are fast, therefore the extra work will not cost much. You are reliable, therefore the deadline is safer in your hands.

	You understand the process, therefore no one else needs to understand it quite as well. You remain calm, therefore you should receive the problems everyone else finds overwhelming. Capability becomes the reason additional demands are placed upon you. The demand may be reasonable once. The trouble begins when it becomes the operating model. The organization no longer asks:

	Who owns this work?

	It asks:

	Who can keep it from failing?

	The answer is usually the same person. The competent employee becomes the place unfinished work goes to disappear.

	What the Competence Tax Is

	The competence tax is the additional work, risk, attention, and responsibility assigned to someone because they are likely to handle it well. It can include visible tasks:

	
		An extra report

		Another project

		A difficult customer

		A troubled account

		A presentation that needs repair

		Work left behind when someone departs



	It also includes work that may never appear on an assignment list:

	
		Checking other people's work

		Remembering deadlines no one formally owns

		Translating unclear instructions

		Reconstructing decisions after poorly run meetings

		Finding missing information

		Calming people when a process becomes confusing

		Anticipating what a manager forgot to ask

		Repairing inconsistencies before anyone else sees them

		Answering questions because documentation does not exist

		Carrying institutional knowledge in memory



	The employee may not be officially responsible for these things. Failure still seems to become their problem. This tax is not always imposed maliciously. Often, it grows through a series of sensible short-term choices. The deadline is close. Give it to Elena. The client is important. Ask Elena to review it. The new employee needs help. Pair them with Elena. The process is unclear. Elena knows how it works. The manager is busy. Elena can make the decision for now.

	Each choice resolves a real problem. Together, they create a system in which Elena's capacity is continually spent but never formally counted. Her work becomes the organization's margin. Her private effort makes an understaffed, underdocumented, or poorly assigned process appear functional. The work gets done. The cost stays hidden.

	Why the Tax Becomes Invisible

	The competence tax is difficult to see because capable people often make the work look smaller than it is. Elena does not announce every correction. She simply makes it. She notices that the numbers do not agree, finds the approved source, and updates the slide. She sees that a recommendation is unsupported and rewrites it. She remembers that the client objected to a similar proposal last year and adjusts the wording. She catches an error before the meeting.

	No one experiences the error. That is success. It is also why the work disappears. Prevented problems rarely leave evidence. The deadline is met. The presentation is strong. The client is satisfied. From the outside, the process worked. What actually worked was Elena. This creates a strange consequence. The better she becomes at compensating for weaknesses, the less pressure the organization feels to correct them. Documentation can wait because Elena remembers. Training can wait because Elena checks.

	Clear ownership can wait because Elena follows up. Additional staffing can wait because the work keeps getting completed. The competent person's success becomes evidence that no additional capacity is needed. That is how ability becomes expensive. Not because being good at work is a mistake. Because hidden excellence can subsidize a weak system for a very long time.

	The Work That Never Receives a Name

	Some of the competence tax is difficult to discuss because no one explicitly assigned it. Suppose you attend a meeting. The responsibilities are unclear. No one summarizes the decision. No one confirms the deadline. Three days later, people remember the conversation differently. You send a message clarifying what was decided.

	Was that your work?

	Perhaps not formally. But without it, the project may drift. Suppose a new colleague has not been trained well. They ask you several questions each day. You answer because they need to learn and because you want the team to succeed. No one has assigned you as trainer. The questions still arrive. Suppose a manager gives incomplete instructions. You know which information is missing. You obtain it before beginning because you have learned what happens otherwise.

	No one sees that you performed part of the manager's planning

	
		Coordinate people they do not manage

		Correct work they did not assign

		Protect deadlines they did not set

		Enforce standards they did not create

		Resolve conflicts they cannot formally decide

		Carry risks without control over the conditions producing them



	
	
		
				
		

	

	
	The Human Case

	Elena's Actual Job

	
	
	
		Repaired four major presentations

		Reconciled reporting differences for two other teams

		Trained Noah informally

		Covered a former employee's monthly review

		Answered nearly every process question

		Continued meeting her own deadlines, usually by working later
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