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April 5, 2009 – Delegating vs. Dumping
Q: My supervisor believes he is a good delegator, but we think he’s gone to the extreme by delegating most of his job to those who report to him and already have full jobs.  This leaves him little to do except to go from office to office checking our progress, micromanaging and frankly wasting our time. Isn’t this dumping instead of delegating?  We tried addressing it but he doesn’t get it, and doesn’t think he is doing anything wrong. Any advice?

A:  If you ask around, most of us have experienced some form of sporadic dumping disguised as delegating at some point in our work lives.  I’d say this is normal.  But yours sounds like a chronic, exasperating case.

When used properly delegation can be a tremendously effective development tool.  It helps employees prepare for more responsibility, expand their skills, and be ready when promotional opportunities arise.  It can make staff exited to participate in something bigger.  

However, delegation is a skill that must be learned and fine-tuned. You know the saying “a little knowledge can be a dangerous thing”?  Perhaps your supervisor received inadequate delegation training or simply read about it in a self help management book and simply doesn’t know what he is doing.   

He could also be following an often-advised time management tool for busy managers: “delegate as much as possible so you have time to do more important things”. Thus, is dumping born.  It benefits the manager more than the employee, although I’ll play devil’s advocate and argue that dumping can serve a good purpose if it actually frees up a manager to perform more strategic, important tasks from which everyone will benefit.  But sometimes, it only serves to create someone who doesn’t have enough to do. 
Delegation is about understanding that the whole organization benefits from involving and developing employees and it requires trusting people. Your supervisor’s constant checking doesn’t communicate trust and is another clue that he needs training.  

Since you already tried talking and he doesn’t get it, perhaps it’s time you talk to your second level supervisor.  This could be suicide, therefore always be constructive –NOT exasperated- and tread lightly. 
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