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APPENDIX 3: A RELATIONSHIP-CENTERED APPROACH TO DELEGATION AND 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

 

Anthony L. Suchman and Penelope R. Williamson 

 

Effective delegation and accountability are core tasks of successful leadership and 

management. When done well, those with newly delegated responsibilities build their capacity, 

unleash their creativity and enhance their self-efficacy. Effective delegations also gives leaders 

more time to mentor those in their charge and to focus on larger system issues. Too often, 

however, leaders do not effectively delegate tasks or assure accountability for their 

implementation. The delegation may be too vague or there might be micromanaging instead of 

true delegation.  Feedback may be impromptu and impressionistic if it is given at all. It may be 

focused more on the person than on the behavior, and does not lead to performance 

improvement.  Ultimately, if performance levels are unacceptable, delegations are often 

withdrawn in a manner that is unnecessarily hurtful to the individual and harmful to the 

organizational culture.  Worse yet, the unfulfilled delegation may not be withdrawn and the poor 

performance allowed to continue, to the detriment of customers, co-workers and the whole 

organization. 

Fortunately, there are some straightforward principles and practices that can help you 

make effective delegations and maintain accountability, thus maximizing the performance of 

your team or organization.  We offer these below, along with illustrative conversations showing 

what these principles might look like in action.  We divide the presentation into three sections 

that correspond to three obligations we have to those to whom we make delegations:  a well- 

conceived delegation (made to the right person with clear expectations and adequate support), 

honest assessment of progress with feedback and coaching as needed, and withdrawal of a 

delegation, role or position that isn’t working. 

 

MAKING A WELL-CONCEIVED DELEGATION  

 

In making an effective delegation, your first and most important task is to choose the 

right person – to seek the best alignment between the task and the individual.  While the 

selected individual must have sufficient skills and experience to take on the new role, (s)he 

doesn’t necessarily have to be the most skilled or experienced person.  Other factors are equally 

important in assessing best fit.  People are most creative, committed and effective when their 

work holds personal interest and meaning.  Perhaps the delegation represents a step up in 

responsibility, a chance to gain new knowledge and skills, or a chance to develop important new 

working relationships.  Perhaps the work is in a domain for which an individual has a 
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longstanding interest or passion.  Or maybe the work will enhance the individual’s visibility 

within the organization.  It’s helpful to exchange perspectives about fit with the person you’ve 

chosen.  It reinforces a pattern of partnership from the outset and it can reveal important 

considerations of which you might not have been aware.  Avoiding an unwise delegation is far 

more efficient than having to clean up afterwards.  

Once you have chosen the right person, it is important that you establish clear 

expectations for the work you are delegating.  This means not only naming the overall task or 

role to be delegated but also providing enough details to ensure that you and your employee 

share an accurate understanding of what is being asked: what is the desired outcome, what is the 

deadline, what resources are available (or must not be used), who else should or should not be 

involved, and any other parameters within which the delegation must be carried out. The amount 

of detail provided will depend on the nature of the work and the experience of the appointee.  

The simplest way to ascertain the level of detailed information an employee needs is to ask! It is 

often helpful for the boss to start this inquiry, as it may be difficult for an employee to do so.  

Negotiating clear, mutually understood expectations strengthens partnership by letting the 

employee know she is not in this alone, and has a supportive thinking partner. It also is the basis 

for reviewing performance and providing feedback along the way. Unambiguous expectations 

are the starting point for maintaining accountability.   

It is also essential to ensure adequate preparation and resources for the person to do 

the job. As above, an open, transparent conversation can help you learn what an employee needs 

to perform the task well.  Do they have or can they acquire the resources, knowledge and skills 

needed? These might include financial, educational or other resources; emotional support; and a 

constructive environment. Taking on a new role or task might necessitate prioritizing or giving 

up some current responsibilities. What help will you provide at the start and over time? Clear 

negotiation of these important variables will help pave the way for a successful delegation.  

Finally, it is crucial to arrange for a feedback session at the time of the initial 

delegation.  Delegation requires supervision; it is not a hand-off but rather a reapportioning of 

responsibilities. It is far more efficient and beneficial to all involved to have timely assessments 

of successes and needs along the way, making course corrections as appropriate, than to discover 

at some end point that expectations have not been met.  It is helpful to arrive at an understanding 

ahead of time about when performance will be assessed and what criteria will be used. Here 

again, expectations can be mutually established.  Involving the employee in each step of the 

delegation reinforces and models partnership and sets the stage for trust and mutual 

accountability.  

 To summarize, the four steps in making a well-conceived delegation are: 

• Choose the right person. Find alignment between the needs of the organization and the 

personal goals and interests of the person receiving the delegation. 

• Establish clear expectations. Be sure expectations are shared by both person in charge 

and employee. 

• Ensure adequate preparation. Make sure people have or can acquire the resources, and 

resources  knowledge, and skills to do the job; including training, financial or other 

resources; emotional support; and a constructive environment.  

• Plan the assessment prospectively. Arrive at an understanding ahead of time of how and 

when performance will be assessed; preferably mutually decided upon.  
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Delegation Meeting  

Here is how a delegation-conversation might go: 

 

Boss:  Hi Rob. Is this a good time to meet?  (Yes? Good)  I’m very pleased to be talking with you 

today.  I have heard you express an interest in taking on larger scale projects and have observed 

your excellent way of relating with people, and we have a need that just might fit.  I’d like you to 

coordinate our annual community outreach meeting, which is set for June 7th, 4 months from 

now. I think you would do an outstanding job with this. I hope you’ll agree to take this on. 

 

Rob: I’m delighted you thought of me, and would like to consider it.  What is involved? 

 

Boss: We already have a venue and a date which is a good thing but also creates the need for 

efficient planning as it is only 4 months away. I’d expect you to coordinate the work of everyone 

who will be involved and to keep on top of the planning and implementation along the way. Let 

me ask you, have you done something like this before? 

 

Rob: I’ve headed up some projects of a smaller scale.  

 

Boss: The basics are likely familiar. Let’s explore how you might take your experience to a 

larger scale! What would be helpful?  

 

Rob: I’d appreciate knowing how you would approach this task.  

 

Boss:  I’d suggest that you begin by creating a timeline with all the major tasks so that you can 

pace yourself accordingly. Also, you’ll probably want to gather a planning team to help you 

think of all the necessary steps and carry out all that will need to happen to plan and bring about 

this important gathering. I’m available to meet with you weekly or at least bi-weekly over this 

time to be of help and to provide supervision since this is your first time with a project of this 

scope.  How does that sound? What are your thoughts? 

 

Rob: That all sounds good.  I like the idea of a planning team and also that you’ll be available 

for consultation and supervision.  Will I have any other support (time freed up from my other 

roles, secretarial help)?  

 

Boss:  You bet.  (Gives details of what will happen and support).  Is there any other help you 

need to get started? 

 

Rob: I have to admit, I’ve never created a time line before. 

 

Boss: Thanks for being forthright. I can show you how I approach this.  I’d start by drawing a 

line across a sheet of paper. The end point is the event.  The beginning point is today.  We’ve 

already agreed that you will form a planning team.  If you can do that by next week, put an x 

there to mark the spot. Then think of all the tasks that will be involved (such as marketing, 

creating a schedule, lining up speakers or workshops, arranging for food and lodging, etc.) and 

in what order they need to be done, and list them on the line. Sometimes it’s helpful to work 
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backwards from the date of the event.  You might take a first stab at this and then invite your 

planning team to help fill in and refine your draft.  

Does that help? 

 

Rob: That is great.  I have a good sense of what I need to do now and am pleased you thought of 

me for this project.  I’m glad to accept. 

 

Boss: Good. I’m delighted, and feel confident you’ll do well.  Time is of the essence, and 

everything that happens will depend on the time line and the planning team. I’d like to meet 

again as soon as you have created a draft of the timeline and gathered the planning team. Is a 

week enough time for those two steps? (Rob– Yes; I think so). Good. Then let’s meet next Friday 

at 2 and I’d like to see the timeline and know who’s on the team by then.   

 

ASSESSING PROGRESS AND GIVING FEEDBACK 

 

 Having made a well-conceived delegation with clear descriptions of expected outcomes 

and the parameters within which they must be achieved, the next step is to follow through with 

planned progress assessment. This step is much simpler for having defined the assessment 

criteria in advance: you both know what data to gather and there is less potential for misaligned 

expectations.   The crucial success factors here are honest feedback, effective coaching and good 

partnership process. 

• Use direct observations whenever possible. 

• Celebrate and reinforce successes; reinforce positive expectations., 

• Show genuine belief in the capacity of the other to grow and perform. 

• Offer mentoring/guidance as appropriate; invite the other person to make his/her thinking 

process explicit. 

• Point out errors and omissions using them as learning opportunities for presenting and 

alternative approaches. 

• Use partnership and dialogue skills (PEARLS, skilled inner-listening, inquiry and 

advocacy) (see  Appendix 1).  

• Make a plan for the next timely cycle of performance review and evaluation: when it will 

take place, what specific performance expectations will be assessed, what data and 

criteria will be used.  

Feedback Meeting  

Here is how a follow up meeting might go: 

 

Boss: Hi Rob, it’s good to see you.  How have you been doing since we met last week? 

 

Rob:  Very well. I have pulled together a 6 person planning team and we had our first meeting, 

yesterday. I think they are a very good group, representing the spectrum of activities in our 

organization that will be needed for bringing about this community outreach gathering. (I e-

mailed you the names yesterday. Boss: “yes, I got them”)They are eager to be helpful and had 

some great ideas already; I felt good about our first meeting and about planning the event. 
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Boss: Terrific. I have already heard a buzz of excitement, and have observed that you’ve gone 

about pulling together your planning team in a relational and inclusive manner.  I’m glad you 

included people with a broad range of responsibility and capabilities-it looks to be a great team.  

Now, what about the timeline? 

 

Rob: I have started on it, but didn’t get as far as I’d hoped. (Perhaps shows sketchy timeline with 

only several points on it.) 

 

Boss: I’m a little surprised that you have not done more on this, as we talked last week about 

how important the timeline is to all that follows, and that time is of the essence.  Tell me, what 

has gotten in the way? 

 

Rob: After our team met yesterday, I got slammed with two urgent deadlines from my regular 

“day job” and didn’t want to let my colleagues down.  I was up til midnight finishing that work, 

and just haven’t had the time to sit down and put all the points on the timeline, from our 

conversation in the planning team and from my own thinking. I didn’t want to present you with a 

half-baked product.  I’ll do it in the next few days.  

 

Boss: I can see how that could happen. I can also see that this is an important learning 

opportunity for you. The annual meeting is very important to the whole organization and to our 

community.  Your leadership will determine its success. Taking this on presents a chance for you 

to prioritize and to set limits on what you can and cannot do while you are coordinating this 

effort.  How will you approach this now?  

 

Rob: I think I just have to say no to some other “urgent” things that keep appearing on my plate, 

until this is done. 

 

Boss: Yes, I agree. As you know, I arranged for you to be able to cut back on your regular work 

for these few months so I have your back on this.  We absolutely need this time line in the next 

few days.  I believe in your capacity to do both things: let your immediate supervisor know what 

you can and can’t do in the short run, and put this time line together by Tuesday.  You’ve made a 

great start with the team. Now we need this organizational piece in order to assure we can pull 

off the meeting.  Can I count on you for that? 

   

Rob: Yes, I’ll get it done. 

 

Boss: Good. Let’s meet on Tuesday at 3 pm with the timeline. Please send me a draft in advance 

of the meeting so I can review it. See you then.   

 

ENDING A DELEGATION, ROLE OR POSITION THAT ISN’T WORKING  

Most of the time, when you have delegated a job or task thoughtfully, set clear expectations, 

given actionable feedback and offered timely coaching, things work out well.  The delegation 

and feedback sessions provide opportunities for celebrations, course corrections and learning 

along the way.  Occasionally, however, in spite of these steps and good intentions, things do not 

work out.  In service to patients/customers, co-workers, the organization (and its mission) and 
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even in service to the underperforming employee, it falls to you to end a delegation, or even a 

job. It is important to learn the skills of ending a delegation well.  Paradoxical as it may seem, it 

is possible to do this in a relational manner, preserving an employee’s self-worth and a relational 

organization culture: 

• Set the stage (“As we had planned, we’re meeting to compare your actual progress 

with the goals and expectations we discussed previously.”) 

• Forecast the bad news (“I’m afraid the news isn’t good.”) 

• Give the news, stating it clearly and unambiguously (“Your efforts haven’t 

fulfilled our needs; I can’t keep you in this role.”) 

• Characterize the problem as mismatch between the individual’s strengths and what 

the role requires (“I’ve seen that you are good at x, y and z. This role requires a, b, 

and c.  It’s just not the right match and it’s not good for you or for the organization 

for you to stay in this role.”) 

• Keep the focus on the behavior and not the person.  (“You’re work is not 

sufficiently organized and it’s not completed on time” rather than “you’re no 

good.”) 

• Use empathy and other PEARLS (see Table A1.1) (“I imagine that this is pretty 

hard to hear…”) 

 

It is essential to emphasize that ending a delegation represents a mismatch between the strengths 

of the person and the role requirements of the job. This is not a bad person; rather, their behavior 

didn’t meet agreed upon expectations. Even if this is not the right task for this person at this time, 

it is important to indicate that you still have belief in the capacity of the person. And it is helpful 

to be empathic to how hard it is to hear bad news (as well as to give it!) 

 

We come back to our scenario with the Boss, and Rob.  Rob has not sent a timeline in advance of 

the meeting as requested, and an e mail prompt has led to an incomplete timeline that does not 

meet the needs for the project.  Rob has not been able to let go of the “urgent” tasks that are 

always present, in order to attend to what is most important.  Here is how that meeting might go: 

Meeting to End a Delegation 

 

Boss:  Hello Rob. Our meeting today is to compare your actual progress with the goals and 

expectations we have discussed.  I’m afraid the news isn’t good.  In spite of your best efforts, 

your work on the timeline has not been sufficiently organized or timely enough to meet the needs 

of this project.  I have decided I cannot keep you in this role. 

 

Rob: (hangs his head) I’m very disappointed. I know I can do it. I’ve been trying so hard and I’m 

getting better. 

 

Boss: I can empathize. This must be hard to hear. 

Rob/Roberta:  It is—I feel like I’ve failed. 

 

Boss: I don’t see it that way.  I see it as more of a mismatch between your strengths at this time 

and what the role requires.  You have great strengths with part of this role (gathering the right 

people and getting them involved) but the organizational aspects and efficiency are also vital to 



© 2010 Anthony L. Suchman, Penelope R. Williamson and David Sluyter 

a time-sensitive initiative like the annual community outreach meeting.  You have not been able 

to manage your time efficiently and get the detailed timeline completed even with several 

extensions.  I have to balance the needs of the organization with your learning needs. 

 

I see this is my error, in part.  I pushed you too fast into this role.  You are on a learning curve 

regarding learning effective time management.  I believe you can become good at this; but it will 

take more time than we have available right now.  I’d like to help you continue to learn, but 

can’t do it at the cost of this program’s success. 

 

Rob: You still believe I can learn this? 

 

Boss: I do; if you’re interested in making this a part of your repertoire. 

 

Rob: I really am. 

 

Boss: I’m glad to hear it.  I’d like you to work closely with Dr. X for the remainder of this 

project. I have asked her to take the lead on the meeting. You’ll be her second in charge.  She 

has great strengths in time management and you’ll learn a lot from working with her. And you’ll 

continue to bring your gifts in working with the team.  How does that sound? 

 

Rob: silence...It feels like a demotion; but I’m also glad I’m not off the project all together and 

that you believe I am not a lost cause.  I want to lead projects like this in the future. I think it will 

be good to work with Dr. X. 

 

Boss: I admire your graciousness in handling this shift of responsibilities. I think this will be an 

important turning point for you, and I look forward to our continued work together. 

 

Rob: Thank you. 

 

 

Unclear delegations and inadequate processes of accountability are arguably the leading 

cause of yield-loss in organizations, and the most easily correctible.  Using the principles 

described above you can improve the practice of delegation and accountability, which will 

improve organizational performance and at the same time foster a workplace culture of respect 

and partnership. 

 


