
 
 

Can You Leave Them Alone? 
Responsibility vs. Authority 

 
“My philosophy is to always find the smartest people you can.  

Hire people smarter than you.” 
                                        -Donny Deutsch 

Mulligan Putter 

Experience has taught me that the best leadership is allowing people to do the jobs 
they naturally do best and not interfere.  Rarely though did I ever work for an 
organization where the senior leadership could do this.  
 
I was in a golf tournament with a client organization where the teams were chosen in 
advance… except mine.  Since I was the guest keynote speaker, I was assigned to 
play on a team with the sound technician and two others who came onboard at the last 
minute. We weren’t chosen to compete. 
 
Typically, my strength is in putting; not driving the ball or chipping onto the green. 
That day I putted fairly well which we needed. We had two men who could drive the 
ball like Phil Mickelson and Tiger Woods. The fourth member of the team was 
chipping the ball way beyond our abilities. We were humming! 

On the back nine holes we knew we were playing well. We hadn’t hit above par on any 
hole. Then we hit a snag. It was a “Captain’s Choice” four-man scramble, which meant 
that you used everyone’s best shot on each stroke. On hole #12, everyone missed the 
putt.  

We were about to give in and take a one stroke over par, when our leader asked me if I 
had taken my free “Mulligan” yet. (For novices, in some tournaments each player is 
allowed to hit one “do-over” shot without a penalty) “No,” I answered. “and I’m not 
using it on a putt!” 



He said, “I’ve watched you putting all day. I KNOW you can do this. Your first putt 
was closer than anyone’s.”  The rest of the team agreed and said they were certain I 
would make the putt. With their encouragement, I made it and saved par. 

We won that tournament. None of us were outstanding, but each excelled in different 
areas and it carried our victory.  Each person had one skill that they were gifted at doing. 
Everyone supported others in the tough moments. Do you work with a team like this? 

Everyone is great at doing something.  
Your task is to discover what that is. 

If you are miserable in your job, odds are you are doing tasks that don’t come natural 
to you. There are other tasks you can do without breaking a sweat, but some things 
about your job make you struggle and dominate your thinking. 

 

You Get What You Hire 
Many times we hire people and give them a list of job requirements. However we do 
not allow them to perform their tasks unsupervised or unchecked. This is called 
“Hiring for Responsibility.” 

Mary has been hired to do a job. She must report to Allison on her progress and turns 
in a weekly report.  Allison must review the report, comment on it, and file it for a 
future job review.  Allison spends a large amount of time supervising a whole bunch 
of Marys and never gets her own tasks done efficiently.  

Mary has to spend time filling out reports and doesn’t have the authority to make 
decisions outside of her responsibilities without asking Allison’s permission. If Allison 
is friendly and approachable, this is usually done without a problem. However, if 
Allison isn’t a detail-oriented person or has a dominant attitude, she resents the constant 
interruptions from someone over whom feels superior. If Mary is efficient, she 
eventually resents the chain of command that doesn’t favor her creativity or 
intelligence. She will find other employment that fulfills her. 

Now Allison has to spend time her valuable time interviewing other candidates. The 
stress and tension she experiences are working her into an early grave. 

If the organization hired smart people with a goal of meeting the corporate policy of 
making customers satisfied while keeping within their budget, Allison would be free to 
do more work.  Mary would be rewarded for getting the job done right and gaining 
customers. Everyone would be happier and fulfilled. 



This is called, “Hiring for Authority.”  Allison interviews candidates. She tells them 
what the goals and policies of the organization are and where they will fit into those 
ideals. She tells them that after an orientation period of adjustment, the successful 
candidate will have the authority to do their job without constantly having to seek 
permission or the approval to do it. 

Some people are insecure and afraid of giving away authority. John Maxwell says, “If 
you have to constantly tell people you are the leader, you’re not the leader.”  Authority 
given to others increases influence and elevates leaders in everyone’s minds and 
attitudes. As Vidal Sassoon said, “If you look good, we look good.” 

Is this you? Can you go on vacation, a corporate retreat or to a convention/conference 
without checking in with your office?  You are probably not delegating authority to do 
jobs.  If you are out of touch with the organization for a period of time and upon your 
return there are multiple messages from people asking for approval to make decisions, 
I guarantee you are hiring for Responsibility. 

A CEO in an audience I was presenting for laughed and said, “I can’t give these people 
responsibility. They’re idiots!” I asked, “Well who hired them?”  He looked 
embarrassed and said, “Well… I did!”  

You get what you hire. 

Power in Partnerships 
Donny Deutsch says, “I think the great leaders find partners who basically can exploit 
their weaknesses but not, kind of, dance on their strengths. Instead of hiring weaker 
versions of themselves they hire people that are tremendous experts at what they’re 
not.” 

Think of your job as a partnership with your staff. Your duty is to hire people who 
complement your gifts with theirs. Look at great leaders throughout history. They 
surrounded themselves with people who excelled in the areas where they were deficient. 

Abraham Lincoln appointed a cabinet of men who were his political rivals, but geniuses 
at the areas in which he wasn’t as knowledgeable. John F. Kennedy did the same thing. 
He had a cabinet of people who could make knowledgeable decisions in their given 
areas of authority. 

Clint Eastwood said in the movie Magnum Force, “A man’s got to know his 
limitations.” (The same is true for women).  You have to know what tasks you are good 
at and what you can’t do as well as others.  Successful leaders know what they can and 
cannot do best. They also know how to locate and assign people according to their top 



skills and gifts to cover their own shortcomings.  They don’t micromanage people. They 
focus their attention on expanding their influence and the organization’s reach.   

 
Who Gave YOU Permission? 
Chris had a job for several years with Home Depot. They practiced rewarding 
Authority taken on the job. When a woman bought a number of large appliances, he 
didn’t hesitate to walk them out to her truck and load them up, even though he wasn’t 
responsible for that task.  

Chris didn’t ask permission to leave his post. He didn’t ask her if she needed help from 
some other associate. He took the authority given him to satisfy customers.  He was 
given an award and a bonus for his actions. Others took note and did as well. 

Customer service isn’t a department; it’s an attitude. 
                                                                   -Unknown 

Team members who exercise authority satisfying customers immediately should be 
rewarded, not punished or penalized. If you don’t trust them; don’t hire them.  

Do you release authority to your staff and employees? If a sales associate goes the extra 
mile or gives a small discount to get a large contract, is he/she slapped on the hand? If 
so, they not only won’t do it again, they will pass this attitude along to the next 
customer: “We don’t reward anyone who doesn’t play by our rules.”  Customers won’t 
play by your rules very long… they’ll just go somewhere else. 

Is your team only responsible for making you and the company look good? Do they 
have ownership, empowerment and authority to make everyone look good? Are you 
micromanaging people that couldn’t perform without supervision? Have you ever 
assessed the strengths of your team and reassigned tasks based on who can perform the 
best at each task? 
 
Can you leave them alone knowing the job will get done? 
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