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About this guide
A development conversation is not a performance review, a one-to-one or a coaching session   though it shares elements of all three. It is a dedicated, structured conversation focused on one question: how can we help this person grow in a direction that matters to them and to the organisation?
Done well, a great development conversation is one of the most motivating experiences a manager can offer. It signals that the organisation sees the person - not just the output. It builds loyalty, increases engagement and creates the conditions in which people choose to stay.
This guide gives managers a clear structure and practical language for a development conversation. Use it as a guide, not a script. The most effective development conversations feel human, not formulaic.
▪ Before the Conversation
A development conversation that has not been prepared for is worse than no development conversation at all. It signals that development is not really a priority - just a box to tick.
▪ Manager Preparation
☐  Review the employee's current role, objectives and recent performance - what have they demonstrated?
☐  Think about their strengths as you have observed them - not just their job description
☐  Consider what opportunities exist in the team or organisation that might suit their development
☐  Think about your honest view of their potential and trajectory - be ready to share it constructively
☐  Ask yourself: is there anything I have been avoiding saying that this person needs to hear?


▪ Share These Prompts with the Employee in Advance
[Send these questions to the employee a few days before the conversation so they can reflect genuinely rather than answering on the spot.]
-  What aspects of your work do you find most energising and meaningful?
-  What do you want to be doing more of - and less of - in your role?
-  Where do you see yourself in 2-3 years? Does this organisation feature in that picture?
-  What are you most proud of in your development over the last year?
-  What is the single biggest thing holding you back from where you want to be?
-  What kind of support do you most need from me and from the organisation?
-  Is there anything that might cause you to consider opportunities elsewhere in the future?
▪ The Conversation - A Six-Step Framework
	1 - Set the Tone

	The opening of a development conversation determines whether it becomes a genuine exchange or a guarded performance.

	Questions and prompts:
-  "How are you - really? Before we get into the conversation I wanted to check in properly."
-  "There is no agenda to today beyond understanding where you are and how I can support you."
-  "This conversation is about you and your future - not about performance."
	Manager note:
Start with warmth and genuine interest. A person who feels safe will share more honestly. Make it clear this is their conversation, not yours.

	2 - Explore What Energises Them

	Understanding what genuinely motivates the person is the foundation of a useful development conversation.

	Questions and prompts:
-  "What parts of your work do you find most rewarding?"
-  "When do you feel at your best in this role?"
-  "What kind of work would you do even if you weren't paid for it?"
-  "Is there a part of your role you would expand if you could?"
	Manager note:
Listen for patterns, not just answers. The things someone lights up about are telling you where their energy and potential live. Do not assume you already know - managers are frequently surprised by what they hear here.




	3 - Understand Their Aspirations

	Most people have career thoughts they have never shared because no one has asked in a way that felt safe.

	Questions and prompts:
-  "Where do you see yourself in 2-3 years - ideally?"
-  "What kind of role or work would feel like success to you in five years?"
-  "Is there a type of work you have always been curious about but never had the chance to try?"
-  "What does a fulfilling career look like to you - beyond just the title?"
-  "Are there other roles, teams or areas of the organisation that interest you?"
	Manager note:
Avoid steering the conversation toward what you think they should want or what is convenient for the team. This is about their aspirations. Suspend judgement. Even aspirations that feel unrealistic reveal useful information about what matters to this person.

	4 - Reflect Back What You See

	Share your honest perspective on this person's strengths, impact and trajectory - specifically and kindly.

	Questions and prompts:
-  "Can I share what I observe in you that I think is genuinely distinctive?"
-  "I want to give you some honest feedback about how I see your potential - are you open to that?"
-  "Something I have noticed about how you work that I don't think you fully recognise is..."
-  "I think your real strength is in [area] - here is why I say that..."
	Manager note:
Be specific - name the exact behaviours and moments that evidence your view. Generic praise is less useful than precise observation. Be equally honest about development areas - said kindly, not harshly.

	5 - Identify Development Priorities Together

	Co-create a development focus rather than prescribing one - shared ownership dramatically increases follow-through.

	Questions and prompts:
-  "Given everything we've discussed - what feels like the most important thing to focus on?"
-  "What is the single biggest gap between where you are and where you want to be?"
-  "If you could only develop one thing in the next six months, what would it have the most impact?"
-  "What would make the biggest difference to how you feel in this role?"
	Manager note:
Resist the urge to set the development priorities yourself. Ask first, then add your perspective. A person who has identified their own development priority is far more likely to act on it.




	6 - Agree Actions and Commit to Support

	A development conversation without agreed actions is just a pleasant chat. Development is a shared responsibility. The organisation can provide support and opportunity, but ultimately the individual owns their development.

	Questions and prompts:
-  "So - based on everything we've discussed, what are you going to do differently?"
-  "What is the very first step, and when will you take it?"
-  "What do you need from me to make this happen?"
-  "When shall we check in on how this is going?"
	Manager note:
Commit specifically to any support you have offered - and follow through. Nothing erodes trust more quickly than a manager who offers support in a development conversation and then does nothing.


▪ Common Pitfalls - What to Avoid
	✖  PITFALL
	✔  BETTER APPROACH

	✖ Talking about the person's development needs before asking what they want
	✔ Ask first. Listen. Add your perspective only after you have heard theirs.

	✖ Steering aspirations toward what is convenient for the team or organisation
	✔ Their development conversation is about them - not about your resourcing plan.

	✖ Offering generic praise - "you're doing great"
	✔ Be specific. Name the behaviour. Give the evidence. It is far more powerful.

	✖ Making promises you cannot keep - stretch opportunities, promotions, timelines
	✔ Be honest about what is realistic. A truthful "I'm not sure that's possible" is better than a broken promise.

	✖ Treating development as an annual event - one conversation and done
	✔ Development is a continuous conversation, not an annual ceremony.

	✖ Avoiding honest feedback because it feels uncomfortable
	✔ The kindest thing a manager can do is tell someone the truth - clearly and specifically, with genuine care.



▪ Follow-up matters
A great development conversation is only valuable if it leads to action. Schedule a follow-up discussion before closing the meeting and review progress regularly through one-to-ones.



	EMPLOYEE
	[Name]

	JOB TITKE
	[Job Title}

	MANAGER
	[Name]

	JOB TITLE
	[Job Title}

	DATE
	[Date]

	DURATION
	[Time]


▪ Development Conversation Record
Key themes from what the employee shared about their aspirations and strengths:


Strengths and observations shared by manager:


Agreed development priorities - what the employee will focus on:



	DEVELOPMENT ACTION
	SUPPORT REQUIRED
	BY WHEN

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 




	FOLLOW-UP DATE
	[Date]

	MANAGER COMMITMENTS TO FOLLOW THROUGH ON
	[Comments]
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