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The Art and Science
of Delegation

Delegate: To commit or entrust to another;
to empower. ~Webster’s Dictionary

My husband and I just finished a
discussion about activities that
we could delegate to our two teenage
sons. In doing so, we looked at activ-
ities (read chores) that either son
could easily do. Having these routine
tasks off our plates would free us to
do other, more rewarding things, like
spend more time with each other. In
addition, we discussed other activi-
ties that would be more challenging
to Patrick and Michael but, with
time, would allow them to increase
their skills and knowledge and take
on greater responsibilities. The out-
comes would include feelings of
accomplishment and contribution,
greater self-esteem and the ability to
be self-sufficient—important as they
get closer to going off to college.
Delegation is an essential manage-
ment tool, whether we’re talking about
managing at home or in the workplace.
It is not easy, though. Like many skills,
it is as much an art as a science and is
learned only through experience.
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Our own psyches create the great-
est obstacles to delegating. You've likely
heard yourself say, “It’s faster to do it
myself” or “He or she won’t do it
properly” (meaning “my way”). Those
concerns may be valid. However, the
payoffs to delegating effectively are
much greater than the discomfort
these messages give us. Tops among
the payoffs are greater employee satis-
faction and freeing up your time to
pursue other activities.

Getting Started: Categorizing

Your To-Do List

Begin the delegation process by mak-
ing a list of your current projects and
activities. Must you do all these things
yourself? If you consider the question
critically, the answer is probably a
resounding no.

Assess the list: Which activities
must you keep entirely on your own
plate? Which ones can you hand to
someone else? Looking at the activities

that you can delegate, categorize them
into two types:

m In the first category, place activ-
ities that are routine and repetitive in
nature. These activities, although they
may require some skill or training, can
usually be learned quickly by someone
else. Many administrative tasks fall
into this category.

® The second category is for those
activities that require a specific kind of
background and skill level, where
you'll need to assess the experience of
the person to whom you delegate.
These activities will provide profes-
sional development opportunities for
the delegatee.

For example, are you working on
a particular matter that a more junior
lawyer could definitely handle, once
you've explained the details, intro-
duced the client and incorporated
some oversight into the project plan?
Remember, in this second category of
assignments, the delegatee does not




need your knowledge and skill level.
These assignments are opportunities to
pass on your expertise and knowledge
to less-experienced people and help
them grow professionally.

Considering the Details

Once you have assessed your list of
projects, take the next steps. Begin by
writing a description of each project to
be delegated, including all the various
subordinate pieces. Writing it out has
two purposes:

® First, as you review what you
have written, it alerts you to whether
there are any pieces missing from the
assignment.

® Second, it allows you to give a
written description of the project to
your delegatee. (Pieces are invariably
missed when one describes a project
orally.)

As you read your description,
think about the skills, abilities and
knowledge necessary to take on and
complete this project. Also, consider
your vision of this project’s success.
What would the outcome be if every-
thing were done as you would like?

Lastly, consider the timeline for
completing the entire project. What is
a realistic amount of time for finishing
the various tasks involved?

Assessing the Delegatee’s
Characteristics
For each project to be assigned, think
about the individuals to whom you
can delegate. Is there a specific per-
son who has the characteristics neces-
sary for this job? For example, if the
assignment requires dealing with a
client, are you comfortable having a
particular subordinate be involved
in client contacts?

Consider the individual’s level of
experience in relation to the project.
What kind of training will she need to

accomplish this assignment? What are
his strong points and weak spots?
Knowing the strengths, weaknesses and
working styles of your staff plays an
important role in delegating. Without
this knowledge, you will never feel
comfortable delegating particular tasks.
Also, the chance of delegating to an
individual who’s inappropriate for a
given assignment is much greater.

Making Communication the Key
The biggest pitfall in delegating is a
lack of communication between the
one assigning the project and the per-
son doing the work. If you don’t prop-
erly describe the assignment, state the
expectations and give complete infor-
mation, resources and advice, you are
setting the assignment up for failure.
The more information you give up
front, the fewer questions the person
will need to ask during the assignment.
Importantly, however, two-way
communication needs to continue
throughout the assignment, not just at
the beginning. Depending on the
complexity of tasks involved and the
level of the delegatee’s experience, reg-
ularly scheduled check-ins may be
necessary. Be sure you talk with the
delegatee about the best way to ask
questions and give status reports dur-
ing the project.

Finding New Challenges

One of the major reasons we have
employees is to lessen our own work-
loads, giving us more time for greater
involvement with business develop-
ment, strategic planning and other
types of work that challenge and satisfy
us. Delegating to others allows those
individuals, in turn, to learn new skills,
face new challenges and contribute
more substantially to the organization.
These are all key ingredients for a
happy and productive workplace. 1

Action Plan’

L

Describe the delegated assignment
fully—and put it in writing. Include
tasks to be accomplished, useful
resources, timelines and your vision of
the project’s successful completion.

-1 Know the characteristics of your

staff—their strengths, weaknesses
and work styles. Consider which
assignments will add to their profes-
sional development, regardless of
their current role in the workplace.

i1 Expect mistakes. You made them as

R

you were learning—your delegatee
will make them, too. How you help
your people learn from their mis-
takes is the important task here.

Communicate fully to ensure the
assignment is done successfully and
the person has an opportunity for
professional development.

Make it clear that you're available for
questions and advice throughout the
project. The assignment will be com-
pleted faster, with fewer errors, and
the person will have the benefit of
your knowledge, which will serve him
or her well in the next assignment.

Don't micromanage. That’s not dele-
gating.That's just doubling your
work—and it does not enable the
delegatee to learn to take on greater
responsibility.
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