
 

TIMEBACK MANAGEMENT  | 34 CRESCENT ROAD, CORTE MADERA, CA 94925  | P | 917.364.1864  | E | DAN@TIMEBACKMANAGEMENT.COM 

 

Responsibility Without Authority 
September 2011 Newsletter 
 
 

Key Takeaways 

✪ Delegating responsibility without commensurate authority to make the 
decisions required for that job is a recipe for frustration: slower decisions, more 
meetings, lower morale. 

✪ If you have doubts about the person's judgment and experience, define the 
parameters within which they can make decisions. Then make a plan to reassess 
their capabilities. 

✪ Revisit your team's job descriptions to see what you're asking them to do and 
what you're allowing them to do. 

 
My friend Sara runs a rapidly growing non-profit in NY. They’ve gone from 5 employees to 55 
in the past 18 months. Despite the increased staff, decision-making is more sclerotic than ever, 
she and her executive team are still consumed with trivialities, and frustration is growing over 
the organization’s lack of nimbleness.  
 
Her situation reminded me of a story I heard about James Treybig, the president of Tandem 
Computers. He once called a meeting with the engineering leadership team to find out why, 
when there were 20 people in engineering, the team regularly performed miracles. But three 
years later, with 300 people in engineering, it seemed like nothing was getting done. 
 
Probably you’ve seen the same thing in your own organization—yet I don’t think that this is an 
immutable fact of life, on par with Newton’s Three Laws of Motion. And while I can’t speak for 
Tandem, in Sara’s case, the problem definitely isn’t due to a bloated organization loaded with 
corporate fat.  
 
In her case, the problem is a mismatch between responsibility and authority.  
 
Sara beefed up the organization in order to relieve the exec team of the burden of dealing with 
the innumerable small, daily decisions that devour time like the Eighth Plague: which type of 
desktop inboxes to buy. Which water bottle style to give away at a fund-raising event. What 
thank you gifts to send to small donors. She wrote job descriptions that specified responsibility 
for managing these decisions, and hired people to for the positions. 
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Sounds good. Except that the job descriptions didn’t explicitly give them the authority to make 
these decisions. Further, she didn’t coach her exec team to delegate that authority. The 
predictable result? The myriad daily issues still come bubbling up to the exec team’s level—but 
now each decision takes even longer, because approval for each one requires a meeting 
between the exec team members and their subordinates. Slower decisions and more time 
sucked up in meetings: a double loss for Sara. 
  
In some ways this situation is a more nefarious version of the founder’s dilemma—in which an 
entrepreneur’s stranglehold on decision-making, so helpful in launching a company, ends up 
impeding its long-term growth. Sara’s situation is worse because it looks as though she’s 
avoiding the problem—after all, she’s just hired a bunch of people to handle these decisions. 
Unfortunately, she’s only exacerbated the situation by increasing headcount and impeding 
execution. 
 
You can’t just delegate responsibility. You also have to delegate commensurate authority to 
make the decisions required for that job. If the people you’ve hired don’t have the necessary 
experience to make those decisions, then you should set parameters within which they can 
operate. In the examples above, anyone should be able to make a decision about the inboxes or 
the water bottles. These are trivial issues that no one really cares about, and are unlikely to 
affect the organization’s mission. The thank you gifts for small donors? Allow the new person to 
make the decision on donors who give less than, say, $50 or $100. And consider how you’ll 
evaluate their development so that you know when you can delegate authority for bigger 
donors.  
 
Sara and her executive team are now rewriting job descriptions to better match responsibility 
and authority. It’s an uncomfortable process, because it means ceding ownership of issues that 
they’ve always handled. But they’re already starting to see faster execution, higher morale, 
better collaboration among departments, and a drop in the number of meetings they need to 
attend.  
 
Take a look at your direct reports: do they have authority commensurate with the 
responsibility you’ve given them? If not, it’s worth the time to revisit their jobs and see if you 
can bring those two components into balance. 


