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FIGURE 4: THOUGHTFUL VS. CARELESS DELEGATION

THOUGHTFUL DELEGATION

• The delegator thinks through and articulates guidelines or constraints for the decision

• Authority and leadership are transferred to a subgroup

• The most informed people make the decision

• The board accepts the delegated decision without much rework or revision

• Other board members are freed to work on different tasks

• Those making the decision have a high level of buy-in

CARELESS DELEGATION

• Fuzzy or inaccurate guidelines frustrate subgroup members

• The delegator forgets a critical guideline

• The autonomy of the subgroup is undermined by unclear lines of authority

• Board members not included in the process may not support it

• The subgroup can’t reach a final decision

He invited his children, their spouses and all the grand-
children—including an eight-year-old—to spend the
weekend at the family’s country house. He told them that
he wanted to hear their arguments on why the foundation
should continue indefinitely, but they should understand
that he would make the final decision himself.At the end
of the weekend, the founder was so touched by the family’s
pride in the work of the foundation and their desire to carry
it on that he decided against writing a sunset clause.He was
confident that his children and grandchildren had the mak-
ings of intelligent and committed philanthropists.

One benefit of this decision-making method is that
the decision-maker hears a wide range of opinions.At the
same time, family and board members feel that their views
are important and considered. An additional advantage is
that board members hear ideas directly from one another
without having them filtered through a third party.

A potential disadvantage is the difficulty of convening
a large group. It takes time to hear from each person, and it
may be difficult to have a fair conversation without a facil-
itator present. Moreover, this method creates the likelihood
that the final decision may go against someone’s publicly
expressed point of view.

Tip #3: Provide equal opportunity for
sharing opinions
Give each person equal time to speak. Ask oth-
ers to withhold comments until each board
member has had a chance to express an opin-
ion without interruption or retort.

Board Delegates to Sub-Group with Guidelines

This method of deci-
sion-making is useful in
situations where a subset
of the Board is likely to
have expertise about an
issue, but where other
stakeholders have one or
more specific require-

ments for the decision being made.

The board of a large foundation had lost confidence in the
money managers who had been handling the foundation’s
investments for the past five years.The return on investments
had fallen substantially, jeopardizing the foundation’s
grantmaking.The board agreed that the foundation needed
new money managers.The board chair delegated the job of
identifying and interviewing candidates to the finance com-
mittee. To help them assess prospective candidates, he
provided them with a list of guidelines: the new money
manager had to have an equal or better performance record
than the current manager over the last three years; the new
company had to use environmental screens for investments;
fees had to be comparable to those of the current manager;
and the company had to be located in the same town as the
foundation office.The final guideline was that if the Finance
Committee, comprised of three members, could not reach
consensus within one month, then the Committee would
decide by majority vote.
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