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V 
o ,  KNow rHAT A KEY PART o f  any  execut ive 's  o r  man-

| .g.r ' ,  job is helping subordinates develop profession-

al ly- including honir.rg their problem-solving and

decision-rnaking porvers. Thus, you're well  alvare o[ the

dangers that come rvith taking on al l  of your direct reports'

problems. But what about when you're

under immense t irne pressure and

someone tr ies to hand you one or nlore

monkeys-the memorable term for sub-

ordinates' problen.rs that Wil l iam On-

cken Jr. and Donald L. Wass introduced

in their classic 1974 Harvard Business

Review art icle, "M:rnagement Time:

W h o ' s  C o t  t h e  M o n k e y ? "  I n  h i g h - p r e s -

sure circumstances, accepting a rnonkey

can seern a lot more eff icient than taking

tinre to coach your employee to resolve

the problem himself.

Returning nronkeys to their r ightful
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their roles. First,  many managers "continue to assume that

i t 's faster and more eff icient to take on employees'prob-

Lems than to teach them to handle their own," notes Patt i

Hathawav. author and business adviser with the comDany

"they bel ieve they know nrore than their

direct reports do."

These assumptions, Hathaway says,

on ly  inc rease managers 'des i re  to  cont ro l
problem solving and decision making

ra ther  than empower  the i r  employees .

To help counteract this. she encourases

her cl ients to think as leaders, not as

nranagers. Managers, Hatl tway aatEei
"manase de ta i l s  ( fo r  example ,  bv  so lv inc

d i rec t  repor ts '  p rob lems) .  Leaders  man-

lge  peop le  by  encourag ing  a  sense o f

_ownership and accountabi l i ty among

subordinates." By envisioning them-

owners seenrs even more difhcult today than i t  was in

1 ,974.  For  one th ing ,  managers  have come under  inc reas-

ing pressure to generate measurable results faster than

ever. And as Stepher.r Covey, vice chairman of Frankl in-

Covey (Salt Lake City), maint l ins, some mf,nagers fear

being viewed during tough economic t imes as uninpor-

tant or unnecessary i f  they delegate more to employees.

They assume that there's only so n-ruch power and author-

i ty to go :rround and jealously guard their own. New man-

agers-promoted for their stel lar performance as

individual conlr l [u1s15-car.r f ind delegating especial ly

chal lenging because they've scored major successes by

handling problems themselves.

But just as delegating has growr.r n-rore dif f icult ,  i t 's also

become more crucial for companies seeking to compete.

In Covey's lvords, "Twenty or 30 years ago, only 30% of the

value added to goods and services came from knowledge

rvork. Norv i t 's 80%. So i f  compar.r ies hope to survive, they

must empower people to think for themselves and draw

on their experience and wisdom."

Fortunately, experts and executives across a wide range

of industr ies have continued developing techniques aimed

at rnaking delegation easier-and more effect iv6' "t  [ ' --"-

ing the monkeys with their r ightful owners.
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For many executives, the path to more effective delegation

besins with reexamining two basic assumptions about

lelves as leaders, managers become more comfortable and

open to delegating tasks init ial ly and to passing monkeys

back to their owners..@ly 
f irst vice president of washington

Mutual National Operations Center, agrees. "I f  I 'm micro-

managing my people," he frequently reminds himself,

"that behavior sends the messaee that I  don't  need therr.r."

I  " . :

Letting go of problems is or.rly as effective as the manner ir.r
which you delegate them. To that end, skil led delegators
know to ask questions rather than dictate orders.'Asking
'What do you think should be done?' teaches people to
come up with proposed solutions the next t ime they bring
you a problem," says foyce Gioia, president of the Greens-
boro, N.C.-based consulting firm The Herman Group.
Additional oper.r-ended questions-such as "What do you
think led to this problem?" "What are things we might
consider if we implement the solution you're proposing?"
or "How did we handle this situation with customer B?"-
can reveal the degree to which subordinates have thought
through their respective problems.

As Edward Massood, president of MGM Transport in
North Carolina, notes, "When I ask my people how they
plan to deal with a problem, we can then explore the rami-
fications of each idea and make sure we've covered every
important consideration." Massood has benefited im-
mensely from using this approach. "Before I started asking
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questions, people used to be l ined up outside my door, and
I was staying at the office unti l seven or eight at night to
clear.r up problems. Now they come to me less frequently.
And when they do, we resolve problems ir lot more quick-ly
because they've thought through several possible plans."

Florence Stone, editorial director at t l .re American Man-

agement Associat ion (New York City) and author of The

Essential New Manager! 'Klr (Dearborn Trade Publishing,

2003) ,  recommends us ing  s i lences  in  add i t ion  to  ques-

t ions. Instead of respor.rding inrmediately to what you're

hearir.rg, she advises, rvait  ;r  moment to give the person

ample t in-re to generate and evaluate ideas for handling the

problern in question.
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Managers can avoid taking on subordinates' monkeys by

natchir.rg delegated tasks and problems to individuals

based on their assessment of each direct report 's capabil i -

t ies and developrlent needs.

"Delegate in ways t l .rat er.rable people to stretch," advises

Bette Price, a rnanagernent consultant at The Price Group
(Chicago), "and treat n.r istakes as growth opportunit ies.

Explain your assessmer"rt of each member's capabil i t ies so

they understand why you're handing certain tasks back to

them."

Covey emphasizes the power of delegating based on
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Top n-ranagers recognize when to accept problems:

'  Ieffrey Henning, COO of Massachusetts-based

software f irm Perseus Development, takes on

a r.r.ronkey only i f  he feels that no one else can

handle i t .

'  EFI 's Spencer Adamson intervenes in problems

involving sensit ive company ir.r formation, inter-

personal confl icts, or threats to key customer

relat ionships.

" Sandra Neely, vice presider-rt  and associate general

counsel for Ohio's Nationrvide Insurance, says

she' l l  thir.rk trvice about delegating a problen'r i f  i t  ,
is "nelv, has stratet{ ic importance, or is on senior

management's radar screen."

subordinates' deepest passions. "Find out what each of
your direct reports does best and loves doing n-rost," he
recommends, "then marry their unique talents and pas-
sion to the job's needs. With passion, people don't need su-
pervision: they'I l generate creative solutions to problems
on their own."
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The n.rore an empioyee thinks independently and feels a

sense of ownership in his job, the fewer n.ronkeys he tends to

bring to his supervisor. At Planterra, a Michigan-based inte-

r ior landscape company, director of business development

Shane Pliska uses a "monkey rating" system adapted from

the approach Oncken and Wass described in their art icle.

"We ask employees to rate their problems on a number

scale," Pl iska says. "One means the manager solves the

problem; two means the manager tel ls you how to solve i t

ar.rd you fol low up; three means you propose a solut ion

ar-rd ask for your manager's approval; and four means you

take actiorr and tel l  your manager about i t  afterward."

When people come to their supervisor's off ice, Pl iska ex-

plains, the manager asks, "What number is i t?" To cult ivate

a sense of ownership, Planterra managers encourage em-

ployees to make as many "four" decisions as possible.

Spencer Adamsor-r,  senior director of American sales at

Foster City, Cali f .-based print ing-equipment manufac-

turer EFI, uses an even more streamlined version of this

system. " l  tel l  employees I want them to make me aware of

problems," he says, "but I  also want them to come pre-

pared with observations and mult iple suggestions for how

they' l l  solve the problenr "

To that end, MGM Transport 's Edward Massood speci-

I ies three categories of expectat ions for employees: "What

their actual job responsibi l i t ies are, what knowledge I ex-

pect them to have, and how much empowerment they

have." This is an important point, experts note. You can't

expect someone to solve a problem if  she's unclear on

whether she has the authoritv to do so.

| !

Interpersonal workplace problems-for example, a
person complains about his boss to another supervisor-
present special challenges for managers. To avoid taking
on that particular breed of monkey, Kell ie Wardnran
O'Reil lS director of men.rbership and n.rarketing at the
Greater Manchester (N.H.) Farnily YMCA, holds people
accountable for bringing complaints back to the original
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source. "l ask them when they ir.rtend to confront the other
person," she says, "and I follow up to make sure they've
done it."
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Linking direct reports with the resources they need to

solve a problem rvi l l  also aid ir .r  reducing the number of

monkey-tot ing reports at your door. Think of resources in

broad terms-as people, tools, ir .r formation, and develop-

n-rental opportunit ies that can help employees resolve is-

sues on their own. Serving as a resource connector can be

as simple as saying, "You need to talk to Joe in marketing."

Informational tools can also be valuable. For example, The

Change Agent's Htthaway advises cl ients to provide an in-

tranet phone directory organized by department and

function, not by name, for new employees who don't

\nqv anyonq yet but who need to know where to bring

soec ihc  tvues  o f  u rob lenrs .
L

Some executives also establish mentoring systems. Bo
Calbert, president of the Southwest division of McCarthy
Builders in Phoenix, authorized his company's training
group to develop a mentoring program that matches se-
nior leaders wittr new managers who need to master dele-
gation skil ls. "People have raved about the new insights
they've gotten from the program," he says.

.Michelle Van Dyke, senior vice president of retail at *

., l9hio-based Fifth Third Bank, leverages the power of in-
formation. "I use e-rr.rails and meetinss to share informa-
tion with employees about our industry, our bank's

to know the same things I know if thev're going to make
smart decisions and solve their own problems." , ' '

Lauren Keller lohnson is a Massachusetts-based business wrircr.

She can be reached at \,lli Ooi r ti ot ftyltbsl.lttn'nrrl.cd u.
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