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Coach your clients
to delegate

Leaders are often promoted
to management because they
are good at getting things
done. But once there, they
must learn to delegate that
responsibility
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By Catherine Stothart

O

ne of the most common
issues that arise for leaders
I coach is how to become
more comfortable with delegating.
Typically, they’re promoted because
they’re good at getting things done and
they achieve results. But often the
results are achieved by working long
hours and doing a lot themselves. As
they become more senior, this isn’t
sustainable – they need to develop
different skills to succeed at higher
levels, including delegating effectively.
This article outlines some of the
approaches I take when I coach leaders
to delegate. They may lack skills – not
quite knowing how to ask someone to
take responsibility, or not being able to
flex depending on the person’s situation
– but skills can be taught and developed
through practice. More often, what
stops them delegating is either their
beliefs about leadership or their fear of
trusting others.
So how do I help the client uncover
their underlying beliefs and fears and
change their behaviour?

Fo

Make it work
As with any change, there are three
prerequisites (Beckhard & Harris, 1987).
For the client to be motivated to change,
they must:
l feel dissatisfied with the current
situation
l have a vision of how it could be better
l identify some actionable first steps
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to take
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or not being
able to
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The Rapid Impact Coaching
(Landsberg, 2003) technique enables the
client to make these psychological
shifts. Figure 1 illustrates the steps the
coach works through with the client.
It’s important to do them in the
numbered order.
The method starts on the left with the
client outlining the issue that is causing
dissatisfaction. You then move to step 2
on the right with your client and help
them express their vision of what they
would like it to be. This movement to the
right picks up the technique from NeuroLinguistic Programming of putting the
past on the left and the desired future on
the right – as most people in Western
culture seem to think of it in this way
(McDermott & O’Connor, 1996).
In step 3, you come back to the middle
to explore the barriers that are stopping
the client moving towards their vision.
It’s important to articulate these fully
before moving on to step 4,
brainstorming options, and finally to
Step 5, deciding on actions.
I usually stand at a flipchart alongside
the client as we work through the stages,
but during lockdown I’ve successfully
used this technique remotely, using a
virtual whiteboard.
As with any coaching technique, the
biggest insights come from asking
powerful questions at each stage. What
follows is an example of the questions I
ask at each stage of a client who says they
find it difficult to delegate.
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Stage 1:
What is the issue?
I ask the client to describe the problem
and this is where they articulate, often
for the first time, their dissatisfaction
with the current situation.
Prompts might include:
l How do you know this is a problem?
l What impact does it have on you?
l What impact does it have on others?
l What are the consequences of not
delegating?

Fatal flaw
Assuming you and the client both know
what the problem is and rushing on to the
next stage.
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Fatal flaw
Letting the client get away with
self-justification.
The client often wants to explain ‘why’
it’s OK to do what they do, but this selfjustification undermines their
willingness to change, so the coach may
need to steer the client away from
explaining and focus on simply
describing what they think and feel.
Make it work
An effective way to challenge these
beliefs is to ask the client about each one:
l How does this belief help you?
l How does this belief hinder you?

Figure 1: Coaching to delegate in 5 steps

It’s really important for the client to
feel their own dissatisfaction with the
situation, rather than merely thinking
that they “should” delegate, so stay with
this until you can see they are
experiencing the dissatisfaction.

Stage 2:
What do you want?
This stage is about creating a vision of
what it could be like and making the
vision tangible.
Questions might include:
l What do you want to be different?
l What would that feel like?
l If you were able to delegate, what would
that give you?
l How would you know you
were delegating effectively?
l What would you or others be doing,
saying, thinking, feeling?

Fatal flaw
Taking the first thing your client says as
their final answer.
Yes, write it down, but continue to ask

questions to enable them to articulate
their vision of how much better it could
be. This enables them to surface their
deeper desired outcomes.

Stage 3:
What are the barriers to
getting what you want –
in you, in others, in the
organisation?
I take these sub-headings one at a time
and the first one – what are the barriers
in you – is the one that usually generates
some real ‘aha’ moments and exposes
some of their underlying beliefs.
Typically, the client says things such as:
l It’s quicker to do it myself
l I’m the boss, so I should be able to do
it all
l They are all busy; it’s not fair to give
them more tasks
l I’m more competent to do it than
they are
l I need to be seen to be leading this project
l I can’t trust them to get it done on time
and to the right standard
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They usually realise that many of these
beliefs are not only self-defeating but
also unhelpful to their colleagues.
For some clients, I suspect the
reluctance to delegate is their fear of loss
of status (Rock, 2008) – as if delegating is
a sign of weakness. It can be difficult for
this to surface to their conscious
awareness, so sometimes I ask them
questions about their role as a leader and
this can lead them to recognise how they
can gain status in other ways e.g. by
having a reputation for developing their
team.
Barriers that they identify in others
and in the organisation often include:
l They think they already have too much
to do
l My boss expects me to do it, not for me to
dump it on someone else
l I’m expected to know everything that’s
going on
Here the skill of the coach lies in
asking questions about how realistic
these beliefs are and what would
happen if the client didn’t tacitly go
along with them. Questions might
include:
l How can you help them manage their time
or priorities better?
l What’s the impact on your team
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“For some
clients, I
suspect the
reluctance to
delegate is
their fear of
loss of status –
as if delegating
is a sign of
weakness. It
can be difficult
for this to
surface”

members of not delegating to them?
l If you don’t know something, what’s the
worst that could happen?
l How could you deal with criticism from
your boss?
If one of the barriers to delegating is a
lack of trust in others, I sometimes do
the ‘Trust’ with them – an exercise
developed by my coaching supervisor,
Georgia Parker – as this helps build their
vision of how much better it would be
for them if they did trust their team
members.

The Trust Line exercise
Stick a line of masking tape on the floor,
with one end marked, “I trust
everybody” and the other end “I trust
nobody”. Ask them to imagine this is a
scale of 1 –10 and stand at the point
that represents how much they trust
their team.
Ask them to describe what that feels
like. Then ask them to move up the line
two or three points and describe how
this greater level of trust feels – they
usually describe more positive feelings.
This activity builds an emotional
connection to their vision which makes
them more likely to be committed to
actions for change.
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Stage 4:
Brainstorm solutions
Take each group of the barriers (in
yourself, others and the organisation)
one at a time and encourage the client
to brainstorm possible solutions
without evaluating them.
Specific questions depend on which
barriers have been identified, but generic
questions include:
l What could you do differently to change
this situation?
l How could you overcome that?
l What is another way to think about this?
l Who do you see as a role model for
delegating – what do they do?
At this stage, clients usually recognise
that many of the solutions are in their
own hands and that by changing their
behaviour, they can change the situation
and influence how others behave.

Fatal flaw
Not being open to ideas.
As always with brainstorming, it’s
important to come up with ideas without
evaluating them. The client may believe
that some of the potential solutions are
not under their control, but encourage
them to be open-minded for now –
evaluation can be done at the next stage.

Stage 5:
Action planning
Having brainstormed lots of possible
solutions, I ask the client to focus on two
or three actionable first steps. Here I
focus my questions on what they’ll do,
how they’ll do it and when they’ll do it.
I might also ask:
l What will happen if you do nothing?
l On a scale of 1–10, how committed do you
feel to implementing these actions?
In an ongoing coaching relationship, I
ask the client to log what they do, note
down the response they get from others
and any other results of their actions.
We review this at the next session and
continue to work on strategies for
effective delegation.

Fatal flaw
Going for the easy options.
Sometimes the client may choose
easy-to-implement actions rather than
ones that will move them forwards
towards their vision. So it can be
helpful to do a reality check of the
proposed action against the vision – to
ensure they are directing their efforts
to what will help them achieve what
they want. And of course follow-up
and review of progress at future
coaching sessions helps to maintain
momentum.
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