
management time whos got the monkey

management time whos got the monkey is a critical concept in leadership and time management that

explores the delegation of responsibility and the effective use of managerial time. Originating from the

classic Harvard Business Review article by William Oncken Jr. and Donald L. Wass, the phrase

metaphorically addresses the issue of managers taking on tasks that should be handled by their

subordinates. This article delves into the principles of the "Who's Got the Monkey?" concept, its impact

on productivity, and practical strategies for managers to regain control over their schedules. By

understanding who truly owns the responsibility—or the "monkey"—managers can optimize their time

management, reduce unnecessary workload, and foster autonomy within their teams. Below is a

comprehensive examination of this management principle, including its relevance, application, and

benefits for organizational efficiency.

The Origins and Meaning of "Who's Got the Monkey?"

Common Time Management Challenges for Managers

Strategies to Reclaim Management Time

Implementing Effective Delegation Practices

Benefits of Proper Monkey Management in Organizations

The Origins and Meaning of "Who's Got the Monkey?"

The phrase "Who's Got the Monkey?" was introduced in a 1974 Harvard Business Review article by

William Oncken Jr. and Donald L. Wass. It uses the metaphor of a monkey to represent responsibility



or a problem that requires attention. In this context, when a subordinate approaches a manager with

an issue or task, the "monkey" is effectively passed to the manager. The key question becomes: who

is actually responsible for managing the problem? This concept highlights how managers often

unwittingly accept responsibilities that belong to others, leading to overloaded schedules and inefficient

use of time.

Understanding this metaphor is fundamental for grasping how management time whos got the monkey

relates to effective leadership. The idea encourages managers to clarify ownership of tasks and resist

the urge to solve every problem personally, which can hinder team development and waste valuable

time.

Historical Context and Development

Since its publication, the "Who's Got the Monkey?" concept has influenced management theory and

practice by promoting accountability and clear delegation. It aligns closely with principles of

empowerment and trust in team members, which are essential for modern organizational success.

The Monkey as a Symbol of Responsibility

The monkey symbolizes the ongoing responsibility for a task or issue, not just the initial assignment.

Managers who take on the monkey must care for it continuously, such as by making decisions and

solving problems, which can quickly consume their time and energy.

Common Time Management Challenges for Managers

Effective management time whos got the monkey is often undermined by common challenges

managers face in their daily routines. These challenges include unclear delegation, interruptions,

micromanagement, and a reactive rather than proactive approach to problem-solving. Each of these

factors contributes to inefficient use of managerial time and decreased productivity.



Unclear Delegation and Role Confusion

When roles and responsibilities are not clearly defined, managers frequently end up handling tasks

that should be managed by their team. This lack of clarity leads to confusion about who holds the

monkey, resulting in duplicated efforts and wasted time.

Interruptions and Urgent Requests

Managers are often interrupted by urgent requests or questions from employees, which can cause

constant context switching. Without proper boundaries, these interruptions cause managers to take on

monkeys that should remain with subordinates.

Micromanagement Tendencies

Micromanaging stems from a lack of trust in team capabilities, prompting managers to retain control

over tasks. This behavior not only burdens the manager but also stifles employee growth and

autonomy.

Strategies to Reclaim Management Time

To address the pitfalls identified by management time whos got the monkey, managers must adopt

deliberate strategies that ensure responsibility remains with the appropriate party. These strategies

help managers regain control over their schedules and improve overall efficiency.

Clarify Responsibility at the Outset

Managers should establish clear expectations about who owns each task or issue during initial

discussions. By defining accountability explicitly, the monkey remains with the person responsible for

managing it.



Use Questions to Redirect the Monkey

When approached with a problem, managers can ask targeted questions such as, "What do you

propose to do about this?" or "How do you plan to handle it?" This technique encourages employees

to take ownership and prevents the manager from prematurely accepting the monkey.

Set Boundaries and Manage Interruptions

Effective time management requires setting limits on when and how employees can seek managerial

input. Establishing "office hours" or dedicated times for questions helps minimize interruptions and

keeps monkeys where they belong.

Empower and Train Employees

Investing in employee development builds confidence and competence, reducing the need for

managers to intervene constantly. Empowered employees are better equipped to manage their own

monkeys independently.

Implementing Effective Delegation Practices

Delegation is a cornerstone of managing management time whos got the monkey effectively. Proper

delegation involves assigning tasks with clear authority and responsibility, enabling managers to focus

on higher-level priorities.

Define Tasks and Outcomes Clearly

Delegation should include explicit descriptions of the task, expected outcomes, deadlines, and any

parameters or constraints. This clarity reduces ambiguity and ensures the monkey is well cared for by

the right person.



Delegate Authority Along with Responsibility

For delegation to succeed, managers must grant sufficient authority to employees to make decisions

related to the task. Without this empowerment, employees cannot fully own the monkey, causing

managers to retain unnecessary control.

Follow Up Without Taking Back the Monkey

Regular check-ins help monitor progress but should avoid reverting responsibility back to the manager.

Questions and feedback should support, not replace, the employee's role as the monkey holder.

Recognize and Reward Ownership

Acknowledging employees who successfully manage their tasks reinforces positive behavior and

encourages continued accountability. This recognition supports a culture where monkeys are

appropriately owned.

Benefits of Proper Monkey Management in Organizations

When management time whos got the monkey is applied effectively, organizations experience

numerous advantages. These benefits enhance productivity, employee engagement, and overall

management effectiveness.

Increased Managerial Efficiency: Managers focus on strategic priorities instead of being bogged

down by routine issues.

Enhanced Employee Accountability: Employees develop problem-solving skills and take

ownership of their work.



Improved Team Autonomy: Teams operate more independently, reducing bottlenecks and delays.

Better Time Allocation: Time is allocated more effectively, reducing stress and burnout among

managers.

Stronger Organizational Performance: Clear roles and responsibilities contribute to smoother

operations and higher productivity.

Ultimately, mastering the concept of management time whos got the monkey is essential for any

manager aiming to lead effectively in today’s dynamic workplace. By ensuring that monkeys remain

with the rightful owners, organizations foster a culture of responsibility and efficiency that benefits all

stakeholders.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main concept behind 'Who’s Got the Monkey' in time

management?

'Who’s Got the Monkey' is a metaphor used in time management to illustrate how managers often take

on tasks that should be handled by their subordinates, thereby wasting their own time and not

empowering their team.

How does 'Who’s Got the Monkey' help improve delegation skills?

The concept encourages managers to identify which tasks belong to their team members and to resist

the urge to take on those tasks themselves, fostering better delegation and more effective use of time.



What are the common 'monkeys' that managers face according to the

book 'Management Time: Who’s Got the Monkey'?

Common 'monkeys' include problems, responsibilities, and tasks that employees bring to managers,

seeking direction or solutions, which managers must learn to assign back to the rightful owner.

How can managers avoid 'taking the monkey' from their employees?

Managers can avoid taking the monkey by setting clear expectations, asking guiding questions, and

coaching employees to solve their own problems instead of providing direct solutions.

What are the signs that a manager has taken on too many 'monkeys'?

Signs include feeling overwhelmed, having little time for strategic work, constantly firefighting, and

employees becoming overly dependent on the manager for decisions.

How does 'Who’s Got the Monkey' relate to effective time

management?

By ensuring that tasks are owned by the correct individuals, managers can focus on their priorities,

reduce interruptions, and manage their time more effectively.

Can the 'monkey' concept be applied to team collaboration outside of

management?

Yes, the monkey concept can be used in any team setting to clarify responsibilities and encourage

accountability, preventing work from being unfairly shifted among team members.

What strategies does 'Who’s Got the Monkey' suggest for transferring

monkeys back to employees?

Strategies include clarifying task ownership, using questions to prompt employee problem-solving, and



setting deadlines for follow-up to ensure accountability.

How does empowering employees by giving them back their 'monkeys'

benefit an organization?

Empowering employees increases their problem-solving skills, confidence, and engagement, which

leads to improved productivity and less burden on managers.

What is the role of communication in managing 'monkeys' effectively?

Clear and consistent communication helps define roles and responsibilities, prevents

misunderstandings, and ensures that tasks are handled by the appropriate person.

Additional Resources

1. Who Moved My Cheese? by Spencer Johnson

This bestselling book uses a simple parable to illustrate how people deal with change in their work and

life. It emphasizes the importance of adapting quickly to shifting circumstances to manage time and

resources effectively. The story encourages readers to anticipate change, adapt swiftly, and enjoy

change rather than resist it.

2. The One Minute Manager by Kenneth Blanchard and Spencer Johnson

A classic in management literature, this book offers practical techniques for managing people and time

efficiently. It focuses on setting clear goals, providing immediate feedback, and encouraging positive

reinforcement. The concise, story-driven format makes it easy to apply its time-saving principles to

everyday management.

3. Eat That Frog! by Brian Tracy

This book is all about prioritizing tasks to eliminate procrastination and boost productivity. Tracy

provides 21 actionable strategies to help readers tackle their most challenging tasks first, thereby

managing their time like a pro. It’s a practical guide for anyone looking to optimize their workday and



manage their "monkeys" effectively.

4. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People by Stephen R. Covey

Covey’s seminal work outlines seven core habits that transform personal and professional

effectiveness. The book teaches time management through principles like prioritization, proactivity, and

synergy. It offers a holistic approach to managing responsibilities and improving decision-making

processes.

5. First Things First by Stephen R. Covey, A. Roger Merrill, and Rebecca R. Merrill

This book builds on Covey’s time management matrix, stressing the importance of focusing on what

truly matters rather than urgent distractions. It provides practical advice for aligning daily activities with

core values and long-term goals. The authors offer tools to help readers delegate tasks and manage

their time more purposefully.

6. The Monkey Management by William Oncken Jr. and Donald L. Wass

The original source of the "monkey on your back" metaphor, this article-turned-book explains how

managers often take on unnecessary tasks that should belong to their subordinates. It teaches how to

delegate responsibilities correctly to avoid being overwhelmed. This book is essential for anyone

looking to improve delegation and time management skills.

7. Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free Productivity by David Allen

David Allen’s GTD method is a comprehensive system for managing tasks, projects, and time. It

emphasizes capturing all tasks externally and breaking them down into actionable steps. The book

offers strategies to clear mental clutter and maintain focus, helping readers manage their workload and

reduce stress.

8. Time Management from the Inside Out by Julie Morgenstern

Morgenstern provides a detailed guide to understanding personal time management styles and

creating systems that work for individual needs. The book focuses on organizing physical and mental

spaces to improve productivity. It includes practical tips for prioritizing tasks and managing

interruptions effectively.



9. Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of Less by Greg McKeown

This book advocates for focusing on fewer tasks that truly matter to maximize productivity and

personal satisfaction. McKeown encourages readers to eliminate non-essential activities and say no to

distractions. It’s a powerful resource for managing time by concentrating effort on high-impact

priorities.
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