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Successful 
Delegation 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Delegation is a vital management skill, but some managers do not 
delegate effectively.  This may be due to fear of letting go, or the 
mistaken belief that nobody else can do the job as well as they can. Or 
sometimes, it may be because they feel there is simply not time to 
delegate an activity, and it is easier to do it themselves. 

The key is to make sure that you delegate, but without either abdicating 
on the one hand, or interfering on the other. 

Effective delegation will free up your time, help with prioritising your 
work, and provide a means of developing your employees and assessing 
their potential.  It will motivate individuals who get to do more 
challenging work for you, and increase the skill levels within your team.  
It will also help with succession planning, as it will enable people to 
experience different levels of work. 

There are various levels of delegation.  An activity can be delegated 
without accountability, in which case you remain responsible for the 
outcome, getting the credit if the delegation is effective or the criticism if 
not. 

Alternatively, you can delegate responsibility and authority for the 
activity, leaving the person concerned to get on with it.  If you take this 
route, however, it is important not to abdicate completely.  Try to 
maintain a fine balance between giving interest, support and motivation 
on the one hand, and avoiding either interference or neglect on the 
other. 

There are no real disadvantages to delegation if it is handled well, but 
this will take time and effort on the part of delegating managers, and will 
involve a level of risk, in that the buck will still stop with the person who 
delegates. 

 
National Occupational Standards for Management and 
Leadership 
 
This checklist has relevance to the following standards: 
D: Working with people, unit 5 
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Definition 
 

Delegation is about entrusting others with appropriate responsibility and authority 
for the operation and/or accomplishment of certain tasks or activities. More simply, 
it is about getting someone else to do part of your job - a job that is your 
responsibility but need not be done by yourself. Delegation does not mean getting 
someone to do work which is already a part of their own job. Also, delegation 
should be positive – used as a means, for example, of developing staff, rather than 
just to pass on work you do not like. 

 

Action checklist 

1. Be consistent 

Ask yourself if the particular activity to be delegated is a one-off, or part of a 
general trend or framework of assigning activities to others and of developing their 
skills. It is important to be consistent so that staff understand what to expect and a 
climate of trust starts to build. 

It is important to work out - with your boss as well as with those for whom you are 
responsible - the boundaries of responsibility which enable your people to: 

• take a decision on their own with no need to report to you 
• take a decision and then report to you 
• take a decision only after discussion with you. 

 

Vagueness about boundaries of responsibility is common and is the cause of much 
confusion in organisations. 

2. Identify the activity to be delegated 

Be clear on what you want to delegate. Ask yourself what end result you want (in 
terms of people development as well as activity) and use this as the basis for 
deciding what to delegate. 

Delegate whole activities rather than parts. If you delegate the whole activity, it 
raises the motivation level of the person carrying it out, develops them, and also 
helps them to really understand the job. 

3. Think through the benefits of delegation 

Clarify for yourself exactly what the benefits of delegation will be. Firstly, think 
through how it will benefit: 

• you 
• the person to whom you are delegating the activity 
• the team 
• the department 
• the organisation 
• the customers. 
 

Only when you are clear about the benefits to most or some of these will you be 
able to sell the idea that it is worthwhile for the individual to take on the delegated 
activity. The act of explaining the activity is one of the key ways of gaining 
commitment to it, so you need to be clear about the benefits even at this early 
stage. But equally, try to assess possible problems: 
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• What might happen if things go wrong? 
• What is the worst case scenario for the team, the organisation, or the 

customers? 
• What negative impact might this have on the individual? 

• How much support should you give? 

4. Identify the person 

Make sure you are not too one-dimensional when selecting the right person for the 
job. It is all too easy to choose someone you have chosen before. Start afresh with 
a clean piece of paper and really work through what the job is, and the skills and 
attributes required. Ask yourself whether you want someone, for example:  

• who is reliable and has  plenty of experience 

• who will take a risk but bring about a quick result 

• whose development will benefit from the challenge 

• who will simply absorb the workload as a matter of routine. 

5. Negotiate the delegated activity 

Delegation works best when the person taking on the activity fully understands 
what is required, and is enthusiastic and willing to do it. 

This process may need to be carried out in quite minute detail. If you are 
delegating the writing of a report, you may need to specify the way the information 
should be presented, the arguments or hypotheses to put forward, and even the 
number of pages it should contain.  

Sit down with the individual and come to an agreement about what they are going 
to do, when they are going to do it, what resources they will need and the outcome 
that is expected. 

Sell the benefits to the person.  Explain exactly what's in it for them and check they 
are happy doing it.  Draw out the delegate's thoughts or fears and allow for these 
as you clarify and agree goals. Remember, they do have the right to say no, and if 
they do, you must try not to hold this against them. 

6. Allocate time and be supportive 

Allocate the right amount of time. Agree a schedule and arrange to meet up and 
compare notes. After a few weeks, check how the activity is going. 

Remember you are not just dumping work on them - you are actually working with 
them to make sure they can carry out the work you want. You should make sure 
you are available to them so that they can come and talk to you if they have a 
problem or need advice. 

7. Work out the right level of responsibility and authority 

If you are delegating a part of your job which needs authority, make sure that the 
delegate knows they have your full support, and that other people in the 
organisation are aware of this too. If the delegated activity involves other sections, 
make sure that the appropriate people understand what is happening, why and with 
whose authority. 

8. Make it happen 

The routes by which delegates achieve what is required are up to them. 
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Do not specify how the job actually has to be done. Remember you have just 
delegated an activity - it is up to the person concerned to come up with the best 
way of making sure that it happens. Allow the person to get on with the delegated 
activity and complete it. Once you have provided the resources they need to do the 
job, make sure you do not interfere but are there to support them. 

 

9. Review and evaluate 

When they have completed the activity, carry out a review to see how well it went. 
Evaluate the positive outcomes in terms of the activity and the skills or learning 
which have accrued. Be constructive about any failures and try to establish what 
could be done better next time, for yourself as much as for the person to whom you 
delegate. 

 

How not to manage delegation 
Don’t: 
 

• give people tasks without supporting and monitoring their progress 
• dictate how the job should be done 
• choose the same individual every time you delegate a task 
• fail to credit the responsible person when delegated work is completed. 

 
 
Additional resources 
 
Books 
 
You don’t have to do it alone: how to involve others to get things done 
Richard H Axelrod and others 
San Francisco, Calif: Berrett Koehler, 2004 
 
Delegation guidebook 
Andrew Forrest 
London: Industrial Society, 2001 
 
Successful delegation in a week 
Jeremy Kourdi 
London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1999 
 
 
This is a selection of books available for loan to members from the Management 
Information Centre.  More information at: www.managers.org.uk/mic  
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