
Delegation

Why is it that some managers are typically running out 
of time while their subordinates are running out of 
work?   

Because they should be managing rather than doing. 

In their popular essay, Management Time: Who’s Got 
the Monkey?, Oncken and Wass (1974) use the 
metaphor of a monkey on one’s back to convey how 
managers allow their time to get away from them by 

taking on their subordinates’ problems. 

Imagine that the “next move” or “action step” on a project or a 
problem is a monkey.  (Yes, a monkey.)  Now, picture the 
overburdened manager who allows his employees to delegate 
upward.  When a manager takes an unsolved problem from his 
subordinates, he is allowing a figurative monkey to leap from the 
employee’s back to his back.  When a manager has too many 
monkeys, he is increasing his own load, failing to develop his 
subordinates, and probably not solving the problems effectively. 

Monkeys need an owner, they need feeding, and they need 
regular checkups to remain healthy.  Monkeys are cute, but they 
can also be pretty ornery, so as a manager it’s best to keep your monkey load down 
to a minimum.  “How,” you ask?  Delegate!   

Here’s the basic manager-to-subordinate rule: “Transfer initiative from [manager] 
to subordinate and keep it there” (Oncken & Wass, 1974). 

So, again, imagining a monkey as the next action step on a project or to resolve a 
problem, here are six rules for transferring initiative: 

1. Monkeys should be fed or put to bed.  No one likes the consequences of a
starving monkey.  They tend to be very disagreeable and squeal and raise a
ruckus.  All monkeys shall be owned and handled at the lowest
organizational level consistent with their health and welfare.  Monkeys must
be fed periodically.  In this analogy, the problem must be dealt with on a
regular basis between the manager and the employee who has the problem.
Describe the monkey.  If the monkey can be put to bed (the problem solved
quickly), then feeding times are not necessary.

http://hbr.org/1999/11/management-time-whos-got-the-monkey/ib
http://hbr.org/1999/11/management-time-whos-got-the-monkey/ib
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2. Every monkey should have an assigned next feeding time and a degree of
initiative.  Every monkey leaving your presence on the back of one of your
staff must be covered by one of two insurance policies:  (1) Recommend,
Then Act, or (2) Act, Then Advise.  Proper follow-up means healthier

monkeys.  Every monkey should have a checkup 
appointment.  After a feeding session, the manager 
should select an appropriate time for the next feeding 
and should have a number of action steps for the 
employee to take.  "Can we meet next Tuesday at 10:30 
a.m. to review the actions you’ve taken?"  

3. The monkey population should be kept below
the maximum number that the manager has time to 

feed.  Best practice suggests that it should take 15 minutes to feed a 
monkey, and managers should keep the list of next project actions or 
problems that are in various stages of solution at a manageable number. 

4. Monkeys should be fed by appointment only.  Allowing employees to bring
problems to you on their timetable increases the chances that the monkey
will move from the employee to the manager.  By setting specific times for
addressing the problem or deciding next steps, managers empower
employees to make interim decisions, and still report back.

5. Monkey feeding appointments may be rescheduled but never indefinitely
postponed.  Either party, the manager or the subordinate, may reschedule a
feeding appointment for any reason, but it must be scheduled for a specific
time to avoid losing track of the monkey.

6. Monkeys shall be fed face to face or by telephone, but not in writing.
Holding feeding sessions via e-mail transfers the monkey to the manager.
An employee can pass the monkey to the manager by simply requesting a
response.  Feedings that take place in person or on the phone require the
monkey to remain with the employee unless the supervisor takes an
affirmative step to take it.

Delegation skills, properly applied as suggested in this creative approach, can help 
managers keep projects moving forward, more easily identify 
and solve problems, and develop their employees' thinking 
and problem solving skills.  Visualizing every next step or each 
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problem as a monkey that is impatient and noisy can help managers see project 
decisions and problems as they really are and address them in the best possible 
way.  

Ready to get started?  Here are some suggestions: 

Objective How-to Suggestions 

Help staff to think critically Coach staff to bring some thoughtful 
recommendations for “next steps” 
(feeding the monkey). 

Steer toward action by your staff “Why don’t we talk about this again 
tomorrow?  In the meantime, you hold 
onto the problem in case you come up 
with an idea or solution…and I hope you 
will.” 

*REMEMBER: If you say “Let me think about it and I’ll get back to you,” your staff
member and the project are on hold until you do something (you now own the 
monkey).  You’ve taken away your staff member’s initiative and action, and you’ve 
added to your to-do-list.  You didn’t “own” the situation/monkey in the first place; 
your staff member did when s/he brought it to you for discussion. 

Keeping other people’s monkeys out of 
your office is the only way to preserve 
your discretionary management time 

Staff member says, “We’ve got a 
problem.” 
It is either your problem or my problem.  
If it’s my problem, I hope you will help 
me with it.  If it’s your problem, I’ll help 
you but at no time will it become my 
problem.  The minute your problem 
becomes my problem you will no longer 
have a problem and I can’t help a person 
who does not have a problem.   

 Work together to assign “next
steps/feedings”

 Work together to agree on the
next checkup appointment

HINT: Only retain those monkeys that only you can handle.  The only way to 
develop responsibility in your staff is to give them responsibility. 
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Level I Insurance: 
“Recommend, Then Act” 
Staff will develop 
recommendations that you 
approve BEFORE they  
proceed to execute 

This provides protection and risk management, but 
at the cost of more of your time and some of your 
staff’s freedom. 

Level II Insurance: 
“Act, Then Advise” 
Staff will resolve the 
situation and inform you 
afterward 

This is when you are sure your staff can handle the 
monkeys successfully on their own.  They have lots 
of operating room and it saves you being in the 
trenches.   

*HINT:  Let your staff assume the responsibility (and the risk) of selecting for
themselves which level of insurance policy is best, with the understanding that their 
selection must satisfy you.  Ultimately you, as manager, must approve all insurance 
selections; you should not abdicate your responsibility as manager by allowing them 
to select Level II insurance when there is a significant risk of an unaffordable 
mistake. 

*REMEMBER: Practice hands-off management as much as possible and hands-on
management as much as necessary. 

Develop an understanding with your 
staff members that they will treat their 
sick monkeys’ maladies as best they can, 
but if the condition persists or worsens 
and does not respond to treatment, the 
monkey will be bought to your office for 
a checkup in time for you to get involved 
before the situation becomes a crisis. 

It is your staff member’s responsibility 
to monitor daily temperature checks 
and progress.  If in his/her judgment a 
crisis could occur before the next 
checkup appointment, it is his/her 
responsibility to initiate an interim, 
precautionary checkup. 
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