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LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT
Guide to Running Effective One to Ones
Guide to Running Effective One-to-Ones
Making the most of regular one-to-one conversations with your team
One-to-one meetings are the single most important management conversation you can have. Done well, they build trust, support performance, identify problems early and make people feel genuinely valued. Done poorly - or not at all - they are a missed opportunity that costs more than it saves. This guide will help you make yours count.
▪ Why One-to-Ones Matter
Regular one-to-ones between manager and employee are a cornerstone of effective people management.
Research consistently shows that employees who have regular, meaningful conversations with their manager are more engaged, more productive and more likely to stay. They also perform better, because they are better informed, better supported and more likely to raise problems before they become serious.
Yet one-to-ones are one of the first things to be cancelled when managers feel busy. This is almost always a false economy - the time saved by cancelling is quickly lost to the problems that go unnoticed, the miscommunication that builds up and the disengagement that quietly sets in.
Effective one-to-ones should include regular conversations about career aspirations, development and future opportunities.
▪ The Basics - Getting the Foundations Right
▪ Frequency
For most managers with up to eight direct reports, fortnightly one-to-ones of 45-60 minutes are a good starting point. For larger teams, monthly with shorter catch-ups in between may be more practical. Agree the frequency with each individual - some will need more regular contact than others.
The most important rule: diarise them, protect them and do not cancel. A one-to-one cancelled at short notice sends a clear message about how much you value the person. If you must reschedule, do so at the earliest opportunity.
▪ Environment
One-to-ones should be held in a private setting - not in an open-plan office or within earshot of colleagues. If working remotely, use a video call in a private space. The environment should feel safe enough for the employee to raise concerns or personal issues without fear of being overheard.
▪ Who Owns the Agenda?
This is one of the most important decisions in how you structure your one-to-ones. The most effective approach is for the employee to own the majority of the agenda. This is their time to raise what matters to them - not a status update meeting for the manager's benefit. A useful rule of thumb: the employee should talk for about 70% of the time, the manager for 30%.


▪ A Suggested Agenda Structure
The following is a suggested agenda for a 40-minute one-to-one. Adapt it to suit the individual and the context.
	TIME
	AGENDA ITEM
	LED BY

	5 min
	Opening - check in on wellbeing and any immediate priorities
	Manager

	15 min
	Employee update - what are you working on? What's going well? What's challenging?
	Employee

	10 min
	Feedback and development - what have you learned? What support do you need?
	Both

	5 min
	Looking ahead - priorities for the coming fortnight; any blockers to remove
	Both

	5 min
	Actions and close - agree actions, owner and timescales
	Manager


▪ What to Ask - Great One-to-One Questions
The quality of your one-to-ones is largely determined by the quality of your questions. Avoid questions that lead to yes/no answers. Instead, use open questions that invite reflection and honest conversation.
▪ Wellbeing and Engagement
-  "How are you doing - really?"
-  "What is your energy like at the moment?"
-  "Is there anything outside work that is affecting how you feel at work?"
-  "On a scale of 1-10, how engaged are you feeling right now - and what would make it a 10?"
▪ Work and Performance
-  "What are you most proud of since we last spoke?"
-  "Where are you finding things most challenging?"
-  "What is getting in the way of you doing your best work?"
-  "What decisions are you sitting on that you'd like to talk through?"
-  "Is there anything you feel unclear about in terms of priorities or expectations?"
▪ Development and Growth
-  "What have you learned recently - from a project, a challenge or from someone else?"
-  "Is there something you'd like to do more of or get better at?"
-  "How are you feeling about your career development at the moment?"
-  "Where would you like your career to be in the next 12-24 months?"
-  "What support would be most useful to you right now?"
▪ Feedback and Relationship
-  "Is there anything I could do more of or differently to better support you?"
-  "How are you finding working with the rest of the team at the moment?"
-  "Is there anything you've been wanting to raise but haven't had the chance to?"
▪ Retention
-  What keeps you working here?
-  What might tempt you to leave?
-  What could we do to make this an even better place to work?
▪ What Makes a One-to-One Effective
	Listen actively
	Put your phone away. Do not check emails. Give the person your full attention. Reflect back what you hear.

	Be consistent
	Protect the time. Do not reschedule repeatedly. Show up prepared.

	Be curious, not interrogative
	Ask questions to understand, not to challenge or assess. Create space for honesty.

	Follow up on actions
	If you said you would do something, do it. Nothing undermines trust faster than broken promises.

	Keep notes
	A brief record of key points and actions helps both of you track progress and provides continuity.

	Adapt to the individual
	Some people are chattier than others. Some need more structure. Know your team members and flex your approach.

	Make it two-way
	Share relevant updates, be open about your own challenges where appropriate, and invite feedback on your own management.

	Create Psychological Safety
	Employees should feel able to speak honestly without fear of embarrassment, criticism or negative consequences.


▪ Common One-to-One Mistakes
-  Turning it into a status meeting - if the whole agenda is project updates, you are missing the point
-  Doing all the talking - check the 70 / 30 rule; if you are talking more than 30% of the time, ask more questions
-  Cancelling without rescheduling - this sends a powerful negative signal
-  Failing to follow up on agreed actions - undermines trust and makes the meeting feel pointless
-  Using it as an informal disciplinary - one-to-ones should feel safe; formal matters should be addressed separately
-  Going through the motions - if you are distracted or disengaged, the employee will notice immediately
-  Waiting for the one-to-one to raise something urgent - one-to-ones are not a substitute for timely communication


▪ One-to-One Record Sheet
It is good practice to keep brief notes of your one-to-ones. You do not need a lengthy record, a few bullet points capturing what was discussed and what actions were agreed is sufficient. The employee should also keep a copy.
	EMPLOYEE NAME
	

	JOB TITLE
	

	MANAGER NAME
	

	JOB TITLE
	

	DATE
	

	NEXT MEETING DATE
	

	KEY POINTS DISCUSSED:
	



	ACTIONS AGREED
	OWNER / BY WHEN

	1.
	 

	2.
	 

	3.
	 

	4.
	

	5.
	

	6.
	


Anything to flag or follow up on:
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