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How great leaders transfer responsibility, authority, and trust

Delegation is often described as a time-management technique: identify work someone else 
can do, assign it, and free the leader to concentrate on higher-value activities. That explanation 
is not wrong, but it is incomplete. Effective delegation is fundamentally a leadership process.

When leaders delegate well, they do much more than redistribute work. They communicate 
priorities, demonstrate trust, develop judgment, strengthen organizational capability, create 
accountability, and prepare other people to lead. Poor delegation merely moves tasks from one 
desk to another. Great delegation moves responsibility, authority, and eventually ownership from 
one leader to another.

Viewed through the Petersen Leadership Triangle and the Petersen Leadership Model, 
delegation shows leadership moving from who the leader is, to how the leader behaves, to how 
decisions are made, and ultimately to the culture and results that leadership creates.

The central question, then, should not be, “What can I get off my plate?” A better leadership 
question is:

What can someone else own, and grow by owning it?

Delegation begins with the Leadership Triangle
The Petersen Leadership Triangle rests on three fundamental dimensions of leadership: 
Character, Style, and Judgment. All three are present whenever a leader delegates.

Character: can I trust, and am I willing to trust?

Delegation begins with trust. Leaders must first determine whether a person has demonstrated 
the character, reliability, and commitment to take on greater responsibility. There is another side 
to the equation, however, that is often overlooked: the leader must also be willing to trust.

Some leaders say they want empowered employees while continuing to control nearly every 
meaningful decision. They delegate tasks but keep all the authority. They ask others to take 
responsibility, then continually intervene in how the work is done. That is not genuine delegation.

Character therefore works in both directions. The person receiving responsibility must be 
trustworthy, and the leader must have enough confidence and humility to let another person do 
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the work differently from the way the leader would have done it.

Trust does not mean abandoning accountability. It means setting expectations and boundaries, 
then allowing a capable person to operate within them. This creates an important distinction:

Delegation without authority is assignment. Delegation with authority is leadership 
development.

Style: great leaders do not delegate to everyone the same way

Delegation is also a matter of Style. A recurring principle in our leadership work is:

Great leaders do not treat everyone the same. They adapt without compromising the 
standard.

Delegation illustrates that principle perfectly. A new employee facing an unfamiliar responsibility 
may need considerable direction. An experienced professional handling a familiar problem may 
need almost none. Treating those two people identically would not be fairness; it would be poor 
leadership.

The standard stays the same. What changes is the amount of direction, support, autonomy, and 
oversight the leader provides.

This is where levels of delegation become especially valuable. Michael Hyatt’s five-level 
framework can be expressed as a simple Delegation Ladder:

Level Leader’s direction Employee responsibility

1. Direct “Do exactly what I ask.” Execute

2. Investigate “Research it and report back.” Gather and analyze

3. Recommend “Give me alternatives and 
your recommendation.”

Exercise judgment

4. Decide and inform “Make the decision and tell 
me what you decided.”

Decide and execute

5. Own “Handle it.” Full ownership within agreed 
boundaries

The objective is not to place every employee at Level 5 immediately. The leader’s responsibility 
is to determine the right level for the person, the task, and the circumstances.

As competence, experience, and trust grow, the person should generally move up the ladder. In 
that sense, delegation becomes a developmental process:

Direction » Investigation » Recommendation » Decision » Ownership
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The leader is not merely transferring work. The leader is progressively transferring judgment.

Judgment: what should I delegate, to whom, and how far?

Delegation may be one of the clearest demonstrations of leadership Judgment. Leaders 
continually make three decisions: What should be delegated? Who should receive it? How 
much authority should go with it?

Not every activity should be delegated simply because someone else is capable of doing it. 
Some responsibilities require the leader’s unique position, expertise, relationships, or judgment. 
Conversely, leaders sometimes hold on to responsibilities merely because they enjoy them, 
have always done them, or believe they can finish them faster themselves. Over time, those 
habits limit the organization.

A useful delegation decision can turn on three questions:

• Does this require my unique judgment?

• Could someone else do it successfully?

• Would delegating it help develop another leader?

The third question changes the entire perspective. Delegation is no longer simply about 
efficiency; it becomes an investment in future leadership capacity. A leader may deliberately 
delegate something he or she could finish more quickly, precisely because another person 
needs the experience. Short-term efficiency is sacrificed for long-term organizational strength.

That requires judgment.

From the Triangle to the Leadership Model
The Petersen Leadership Model extends the Triangle of Character, Style, and Judgment into 
the organizational consequences of leadership: Culture, Execution, and Life. Delegation 
provides a direct bridge between the two.

Culture: what happens when people are given responsibility?

Delegation says something about an organization’s Culture. When every meaningful decision 
must travel upward, employees quickly learn that senior leaders hold the real authority. Initiative 
declines. People stop making decisions and start asking permission. Gradually, the organization 
becomes dependent on a few individuals.

A culture of healthy delegation sends a different message:

We hired you because we value your judgment. You are expected to think. You are expected to 
act. You are expected to be accountable.

That does not eliminate mistakes. Meaningful delegation inevitably means allowing people to 
make some decisions the leader would have made differently. The question is whether the 
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organization has created an environment in which people can learn from those differences 
without lowering standards.

Healthy cultures combine freedom with accountability. Freedom without accountability can 
create chaos. Accountability without freedom can create bureaucracy. Leadership must create 
both.

Execution: delegation turns strategy into results

Delegation’s most obvious connection is to Execution. Strategies do not execute themselves, 
and objectives do not accomplish themselves. Plans become results only when specific people 
take responsibility for specific actions.

Effective delegation therefore requires seven elements to be clear: outcome, ownership, 
authority, resources, timeline, checkpoints, and feedback.

This is why telling someone to “take care of it” is not always delegation. The person may have 
been given responsibility without clarity about the desired outcome, without decision rights, or 
without the resources to succeed. A strong delegation conversation answers questions such as:

• What does success look like?

• Why does this matter?

• What decisions can you make on your own?

• What resources are available?

• When should you consult me?

• When will we review progress?

Once those expectations are set, the leader should monitor progress without constantly 
interfering in the process. That distinction is crucial:

Accountability is not micromanagement.

Micromanagement focuses excessively on how another person does the work. Accountability 
focuses on whether agreed expectations and results are being achieved. The leader stays 
engaged without becoming intrusive.

Delegation and the Business Transformation Plan
The same principle strengthens the Business Transformation Plan (BTP). Values, Mission, 
Vision, Strategy, and Objectives establish direction. The Tactical Action Plan moves that 
direction toward implementation. Every tactical action, however, ultimately needs an owner.

For every significant action, leaders should be able to answer:

• Who owns this?
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•
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What authority does that person have?

• What resources are required?

• What result is expected?

• When will progress be reviewed?

This connects delegation directly to the movement from Strategy to Execution. A plan full of 
activities but lacking ownership is merely a list of intentions. When ownership, authority, and 
accountability are clearly established, the same plan becomes an execution system.

Life and legacy: creating leaders who no longer need you
The final dimension of the Petersen Leadership Model, Life, raises an even larger question: 
what does the leader leave behind?

Leaders who refuse to delegate can appear indispensable. Everything flows through them. 
They know every detail. People constantly seek their approval. Being indispensable may feel 
like evidence of leadership success. Often, it demonstrates the opposite. If an organization 
cannot function effectively without the leader, the leader may have built dependence rather than 
leadership capacity.

The legacy of effective leadership is not an organization full of people who keep asking, “What 
would the boss like me to do?” It is an organization full of people capable of asking, “What is the 
right thing to do, and am I prepared to take responsibility for doing it?”

That is a fundamentally different organization. Delegation therefore becomes part of a leader’s 
legacy. Leaders transfer not only work, but also experience, confidence, judgment, and 
eventually responsibility for the organization itself.

Delegation through the Petersen Leadership Model
The parallel can be summarized simply:

Petersen dimension Delegation question

Character Can I trust this person, and am I willing to 
trust?

Style How much direction and autonomy does this 
person need?

Judgment What should I delegate, to whom, and at 
what level?

Culture Does our environment encourage ownership 
and responsible decision-making?

Jim Petersen, PhD  ·  jlpeterseninc.com/papers/delegation-is-more-than-giving-away-work 6 / 8

https://jlpeterseninc.com/papers/delegation-is-more-than-giving-away-work


Execution Are outcomes, authority, resources, 
accountability, and feedback clear?

Life and legacy Am I developing people capable of 
succeeding without me?

This progression shows why delegation should not be treated merely as a management 
technique. It touches nearly every component of leadership.

The leader’s real objective
The ultimate objective of delegation is not a leader with less work. It is an organization with 
more capable people.

Great leaders gradually move people from doing what they are told, to investigating problems, 
to making recommendations, to making decisions, and ultimately to taking ownership. Along the 
way, leaders provide context, authority, resources, coaching, feedback, and accountability. The 
progression is intentional:

First, I show you.

Then, I involve you.

Then, I trust your recommendation.

Then, I trust your decision.

Eventually, I trust your leadership.

That may be the most important lesson delegation teaches. Leadership is not demonstrated by 
how many decisions remain with the leader. It is demonstrated, in part, by how many capable 
decision-makers the leader develops.

And that brings delegation directly back to the Petersen Leadership Model:

• Character establishes trust.

• Style determines how we develop people.

• Judgment determines when authority should move.

• Culture makes ownership possible.

• Execution turns ownership into results.

• Life and legacy determine what remains after the leader moves on.

That is delegation as leadership: not simply giving away work, but building people who 
are increasingly capable of leading the work themselves.
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