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This Toolkit Explores

The benefits of Career conversations

Helping individuals feel more positive and satisfied 

with their current role no matter what their 

ambitions.

Encouraging individuals to identify development 

opportunities and take steps that will help them 

and Cumbria

Practical knowledge & skills for having career 

conversations 

Self paced learning to support you to put into 

practice  what you’ve learned 
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Why is this important to the 

North East and North Cumbria

As an Integrated Care Board, we have made a commitment 

to growing talent, developing people at all levels within the 

organisation and providing support for their career 

progression – we want everyone to feel supported and 

valued

In having career conversations with staff, leaders and line 

managers can begin to understand the work and life 

challenges individuals face, support their overall wellbeing, 

and can help to give individuals new purpose and feel a 

stronger sense of belonging. Staff can feel re-energised and 

re-engaged, ultimately improving patient/service user care

This Toolkit Explores

The benefits of Career conversations

Helping individuals feel more positive 

and satisfied with their current role no 

matter what their ambitions.

Encouraging individuals to identify 

development opportunities and take 

steps that will help them and Cumbria

Practical knowledge & skills for having 

career conversations 

Self paced learning to support you to 

put into practice  what you’ve learned 
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What is a ‘Career’ Conversation?

It is a broader 

conversation about 

work, aspirations and 

challenges, now and 

in the future

A career conversation is not a 

performance review or 

appraisal – it’s an honest, 

open discussion between 

employee and manager which 

supports the employee in 

developing their goals and 

plans

• When did you last have a 
career conversation with 
your line manager about 
you and with your own 
team?

• What can stop us from 
having these conversations? 

• How do you minimize this?

Self 
Reflection 
activity
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Everyone is different, 

therefore each career 

conversation will be 

different the  ‘Person-

centred’ approach is 

about taking into 

account individual 

aspirations and 

challenges
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What was difficult about it?

• How did it make  you feel?

• How do you think the other 
person felt?

• What would you have done 
differently?

• What did you learn about this 
experience?

Self 
Reflection 
activity

Great questions to ask yourself

What are your 

most difficult 

‘career’ 

conversations 

and why?
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Why is it 
important to 
have ‘career’ 

conversations?

What is the 
potential 

risks of not 
having 
them?

What are 
the benefits 
of having 

them?

What actions 
do you need 

to take?

You 

Team

Cumbria

Self 
Reflection 
activity
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Impact of having a career conversation

Source: Manpower Group

Interesting facts…



Career Conversations Toolkit  

Benefits of ‘Career’ Conversations

Helps managers 

understand the work 

and life challenges 

their employees are 

going through

A chance to explore 

what support is 

available – self-help, 

manager, internal, 

external

Opportunity to explore further 

learning and development 

opportunities

Employees will feel more 

invested in and listened to

Help to re-engage, re-energise 

and motivate employees

Support the overall 

wellbeing of employees

Help identify the employee’s 

skills and experience that could 

be further utilised

Give employees a new ‘purpose’ 

and feel a stronger sense of 

belonging

Help employees make 

informed decisions about 

their career and options

• How do you feel 
when you too have 
had a career 
conversation?

• How does it benefit 
you?

Self 
Reflection 
activity
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Potential risks of not having ‘Career’ Conversations

Nearly two-thirds of employees say a lack of career development with their 
current employer would be enough to make them start looking for a new job
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New Starters

Newly promoted

TELL / TRAIN /

MENTOR

Long servers

De-motivated

COACH / 

QUESTION 

High Performers

Maybe ready for next 

role

DELEGATE / COACH

Poor performers

Possibly in wrong 

role

PERFORMANCE 

MANAGE

Experienc

e, Skill, 

Knowledg

e

Will, Motivation

Adapted from the work of Hersey & Blanchard

Situational Leadership

• Where do your 
team sit?

• How might you 
approach 
different people 
in your team?

Self 
Reflection 
activity
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‘Career’ Conversation Challenges

When having a career conversation, what 
types of  potential ‘work’ and ‘personal’
challenges could there be for the individual?

Self 
Reflection 
activity

Remember we all have 

very different lives than 

one another.  There for 

every conversation will 

be different from  the 

next 

Personal Work 
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Our own barriers 

1. You don’t know if it’s important to them – so you don’t bother 

2. You’re overwhelmed – Many managers are individual 

contributors and managers, or they have a huge team. Both 

cases make it easy to forget to make long term investments 

while fighting fires. 

3. It’s not rewarded – If your organisation doesn’t measure or 

reward managers for growing their people, it won’t be a priority. 

4. You don’t know how – It’s common to be baptised in fire as a 

manager with no training. You may fear the conversation 

because no one ever had it with you. 

5. You’re selfish – Yes, some managers only care about themselves. 

You may only invest if there is a benefit for you. 

6. Not your job – ownership should be with the individual so sees 

the responsibility with the individual – not your fault if they don’t 

ask?! 

7. Fear of the unknown - unsure of what opportunities there may 

be and therefore prefer to avoid the conversation about the 

unknown 

For example: 

• Increased pace in uncertainty and disruptions 

• Flattened hierarchies

• complex virtual & matrix structures 

• technological digital age 

• more diverse workforce in every way

• dual-careers; part-time; flexible; job shares 

All of this makes future planning more difficult. In the past, 

employers could take a ‘Sat Nav’ approach to their career 

development, simply following pre-programmed routes, designed 

by someone else, to well- travelled destinations. In today’s VUCA 

world, career development is more like orienteering with the 

employee taking the lead on deciding where they want to go and 

how they’re going to get there.

What gets in the way of us having 

Career Conversations? 

The ever-changing landscape and workforce 

The idea that managers and organisations can develop employees’ 

careers is outdated. It may have been true once upon a time that 

employees would follow a predictable career path. But predictable 

career paths rely on static organisations. And in today’s volatile, 

uncertain, complex and ambiguous world (VUCA), organisations

aren’t static, they are continually changing. 
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How can your unconscious bias impact on career 
conversations and what is it?

Unconscious bias occurs when 

you make judgements about 

people or situations

Based on attitudes and 

stereotypes created in our 

subconscious, which effect our 

opinions and beliefs about other 

people.

Unconscious Bias is;

Everyday

Automatic

Hard-wired

None of us are immune

Self 
Reflection 
activity

How do you think 
unconscious bias can impact 
on career conversations?

For example;

An individual who is near to retiring comes to you and says they would 

like to gain a further qualification that could lead to a promotion or a 

individual starting out their career tells you they are just happy in their 

role and don’t want to develop. Would any unconscious bias kick in? 

What would this be part of your thinking? Make sure your conversation is 

biased on fairness and facts.
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Self 
Reflection 
activity

How will 
consider your 
unconscious 
bias?

What are your 
watch outs?

How can you 
explore further?

Bias And Career Conversations

Our bias influences our interactions – including the crucial ones around employees’ careers.

For example, a manager may unintentionally show favour to an employee they have an 

affinity with, based on how they look, sound, etc. That favour can become evident in their 

inclination to lean into one positive characteristic the employee has, allowing it to influence 

their overall assessment of their character, ability, and the outcomes of the conversation.

Meanwhile, upon meeting with a different member of staff they have less commonality 

with, they could have a negative pre-judgement of them which may not be true. And 

subconsciously, might seek out things to back up their initial judgement, rather than soberly 

seeing the full picture pertaining to this person and their potential.

There is also a strong likelihood that it wouldn’t go unnoticed by the employee. They can 

be acutely aware their race, gender, religion, sexual orientation or other factors may single 

them out or subtly shape the nature of the interactions they experience. Consequently, 

threatening feelings of alienation, stress and anxiety, and negatively impacting their ability to 

do their best work. This draining chain of events can cause employees to shut down in 

conversation with their manager and withhold valuable ideas and solutions the team would 

have otherwise benefited from.



Career Conversations Toolkit  

What ‘work’ 

challenges do you 

need to consider?

Discrimination /

stereotyping

The pace of work

The rate of change

Stress / pressure

Not feeling ‘needed’

Lack of promotion 

opportunities

Generational differences

Burnout

Feeling ‘stuck in a rut’

Self 
Reflection 
activity Can you think of any 

other ‘work’ challenges?

Lack of perceived support
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What ‘personal’ 

challenges do you 

need to consider?

Mental health

Feeling ‘stuck in a ‘rut’

Financial

Caring responsibilities

Family

Retirement

Menopause

Physical health

Self 
Reflection 
activity Can you think of any else?
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It’s important to consider not only Development options but also 
Help/Support Options if appropriate

DEVELOPMENT

Training, learning and development 

options

Opportunity to be ‘mentor’ and / or 

induct new starters.

Reverse mentoring

Secondment with another team

Opportunities to delegate certain 

responsibilities

New projects

HELP & SUPPORT

Options for increasing work-life balance

Flexible working, .part-time

Hybrid working

Pension/retirement planning – internal 

training/support?

Opportunities to delegate certain 

responsibilities

Help identify personal self-care strategies

Self 
Reflection 
activity

• What Development and Help & support options can you 
think of?

• Where can you look to find out more?
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What does personal 

development 

mean?

Self awareness

Money

Talents

Self Knowledge

IdentityWork life balance

Dreams

Aspirations

Potential

Self 
Reflection 
activityWhat does personal 

development mean to you 
and your team?
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% % %

70 20 10 Model –
Mind Tools

Explore 
Further

The best learning experience is a blended approach 

and recognising every opportunity to learn.  The 70 

20 10 model supports this approach by identifying 

how you can create development options every day.
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• Increasing scope of responsibility

• Job swap

• Secondment

• Taking on a new project

• Onboarding a new team 

member

• Being a mentor

• Learning and using new tools and 

technology

• Tackling a persistent unsolved 

problem

• Leading a team meeting

• Fundraising

• Charity work

• 121 meetings

• 360 degree feedback

• Being mentored

• Being coached

• ‘After action’ review meetings

• (Co)hosting meetings

• Presentations

• Representing manager at meetings

• Spending time at other 

organisations / SME’s

• Cross-functional project

• Committees

• Networking opportunities

• Community volunteering

• CSR projects

• Internal training programmes

• E-learning

• Webinars

• Apprenticeships

• Self-Study

• Conferences

• Seminars

• Talent programmes

• Professional organisation 

memberships and CPD

• Books / articles / White 

Papers

70% - Experiential Learning 20% - Social Learning 10% - Formal Learning 

Personal Development Planning

Self 
Reflection 
activity • What development options can you identify for 

yourself and your team

• Consider how will you introduce this to your team?
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Self 
Reflection 
activity

INTERNAL

Line manager 

support

Learning management 

Systems

EXTERNAL

Select a coach or 

mentor

E - Learning

Development 

websites

External course, qualification or 

accreditation

Webinar

LinkedIn

Networking

Networking

Learning events

Attachments

TED Talks

Mind Tools

Volunteering

Reading a 

book/article on line

Social Media

Support networks

YOU

Self 
Reflection 
activity What does your support 

network look like?
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What skills do you need? Conversation guide

Why skills do you need?

Ac t i v e  

L i s t e n i n g
G re a t

Q u e s t i o n s
S h o w  

C o m p a s s i o n

When it comes to having a career conversation there are many skills to 

consider.  We are going to explore 3 key skills that will support you with 

your conversation.

Self 
Reflection 
activity

What other skills do you 
think are important and be 

conscious of?
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Act ive 

L is ten ing

Great

Quest ions

Ac t i ve  

L i s t en i n g

INACTIVE

Message is 

received, 

recognised and 

ignored

Level 1

SELECTIVE

Message is 

received, 

recognised and 

only part of it 

is evaluated 

Level 2

ACTIVE

Message is 

received, 

recognised and is 

completely 

evaluated

Level 3

Cosmetic Conversational

• What stops you from actively listening to someone 
during a conversation?

• How do you minimise this?

Self 
Reflection 
activity

Active Deep

Active listening refers to a pattern of listening that keeps you engaged 

with your conversation partner in a positive way. It is the process of 

listening attentively while someone else speaks, paraphrasing and 

reflecting back what is said, and withholding judgment and advice
Listening 

is not
the same 

as 
hearing 
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Ac t i ve  

L i s t en i n g

More Pies 
acronym is a 
great way to 
remember 
how to 
actively listen.

M    Minimal encouragers

O    Open ended questions

R    Reflecting 

E    Emotion Labelling 

P    Posture / eye contact

I     Ignore your own irritation

E    Effective Pauses

S    Summarise / paraphrase

Self 
Reflection 
activity

• Do you know any other 
ways to help you active 
listen?

• Watch this video to explore 
more

Active listening is a skill! here's 
how it's done

Explore 
Further

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=active+listen&docid=608009533551222815&mid=E35DD12F26AF6C3A0D3BE35DD12F26AF6C3A0D3B&view=detail&FORM=VIRE
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=active+listen&docid=608009533551222815&mid=E35DD12F26AF6C3A0D3BE35DD12F26AF6C3A0D3B&view=detail&FORM=VIRE
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Ac t i ve  

L i s t en i n g
Why

How     

What

Where     

Which

Closed – Ended 

(yes/no)

When Who

High Power

Low Power

The Question Pyramid

Self 
Reflection 
activity Think of some 

high quality –
high powered 

quality 
questions that 
you can use 

when having a 
career 

conversation

G re a t

Q u e s t i o n s

Asking high-powered 

questions unlocks learning 

and improves interpersonal 

bonding.  Listening and saying 

less and being curious 

increases the quality of the 

conversation.
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Ac t i ve  

L i s t en i n g

Questioning techniques

• Ask open questions that start with ‘who’, ‘where’, ‘how’, ‘when’ and ‘what’, to allow for more 

holistic, subjective and detailed answers. 

• Use some closed questions that prompt yes/no answers to ensure clarity and to check facts. 

• Avoid suggesting answers and finishing sentences unless you’ve given the other person a good 

chance to speak. 

• If you don’t understand, probe further and don’t guess or make assumptions. 

• Explore the article at Harvard 
business  about 

The Surprising power of 
questions 

Explore 
Further
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Work done by learner
Work done by you

Leave 

them 

alone: let 

them do 

it

Ask 

questions 

so they 

work it 

out

Drop a 

hint so 

they 

realise

Suggest 

what they 

might do

Advise 

them 

what they 

could do

Tell them 

exactly 

what to 

do

Do it 

instead of 

them

Push StylePull Style

Coaching  (Pull information/learning)
• The art of unlocking a person’s potential to 

maximise their own performance. 

• It is helping them to learn rather than teaching 

them.

Training (Push information/learning)
• Is teaching or developing others skills and knowledge 

that relate to specific useful competencies

• Training has specific gaols of improving capability, 

productivity and performance.

Mentoring (Combines approaches)
• Is a long-term process based on mutual trust and respect.

• A trusted person or leader who works with a mentee to help them learn things quickly or earlier, or to 

learn things they otherwise might not have learned.

• A mentor is an experience and trusted individual, who may train, coach, counsel or share their own 

experience in a particular field to support the mentee.

Communication Styles
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Attending
“I pay attention to others and 

how they are feeling”

Understanding

“I understand why an individual 

may be feeling distressed”

Empathising

“I empathise with others who 

are in distress”

Helping

“I take thoughtful, intelligent 

and appropriate action to help 

relieve an individual’s suffering” 

Compassionate

Leadership

This model is from Michael West book- Compassionate leadership 

S h o w  

C o m p a s s i o n

How do we show Compassion? And how 

why is this important for career 

conversations?

We can learn a lot from the new book by Michael West 28th 

June 2021 Compassionate leadership: Sustaining wisdom, 

humanity and presence in health and social care. Those who 

work in health and social care give inspiring support for the 

health, happiness, and well-being of all – communities, 

societies, and nations  In this book it explores how we can 

lead compassionately. Ultimately, a compassionate leader will 

become a role model and create a higher standard of 

compassion and care which other people are then likely to 

observe and imitate. Compassionate Leadership in Health and 

Social Care. Each of the four steps are important to increase 

the prevalence of compassionate leadership within the NHS

Explore 
Further Michael West on compassionate 

and inclusive leadership | The 
King's Fund

https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/audio-video/michael-west-leadership
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/audio-video/michael-west-leadership
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/audio-video/michael-west-leadership
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S h o w  

C o m p a s s i o n
Attending – “I pay attention to others and how they are feeling”

Attending to how your colleagues are feeling is particularly important at a time of crisis. A compassionate leader will 

ensure that they listen to the challenges, difficulties and problems their colleagues are facing, even if time is limited. 

To do this effectively, you must first pay attention and actively listen with an open mind in order to learn and gain 

new insight into how they are feeling. Whilst doing so, you must ensure that you withhold judgement and aim to 

develop an empathetic connection with your colleague.

Next, it is important that you then clarify, summarise and reflect on what you have heard in order to show that you 

listened and understood what was said. Finally, a compassionate leader may then share their own thoughts or 

concerns about the situation. Although there are a few elements to this step, the process of attending is relatively 

quick. Even if you can only spare a matter of minutes to check-in on a colleague, it will still show that you are 

looking out for them. 

A compassionate leader is someone who promotes psychological safety; colleagues can safely speak up about 

problems or uncertainties without fear of being ignored or reprimanded. Compassionate leaders are also individuals 

who really know their colleagues and therefore would notice any changes in their behaviour and would check-in 

with them if they did.
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S h o w  

C o m p a s s i o n

Understanding – “I understand why an individual may be feeling distressed”

In order to show compassion, a leader must work with their colleagues to understand their feelings and emotions. If your colleagues are able 

to explore their emotions and the challenges that they are facing with someone, then they are more likely to make sense out of the situation 

and start thinking of effective ways to resolve them.  Additionally, helping your colleagues to understand their feelings will help you to appraise 

the situation and understand why they may be feeling that way. Coaching techniques are also beneficial to help colleagues to develop increased 

self-awareness and self-efficacy which is especially important at a time where there will be feelings of disempowerment and fear.  These can 

include:

GROW Model:

•G oal: The individual’s goal which they want to accomplish. It should be defined as clearly as possible.

•R eality: That’s the status quo, where the individual is right now. They describe their current situation and how away they are from their goal.

•O bstacles and Options: What are the obstacles (roadblocks) that keep the individual from achieving the goal? Once identified, help them find 

ways to overcome them (the options).

•W ay forward: Convert the options into action steps to accomplish the goal.

Positive coaching:

•You ask your colleague a miracle question i.e. what would it be like if they had achieved what they are concerned about. This technique 

encourages the use of positive imagination to visualise what is truly desired. Ask your colleagues the following questions:

•On this perfect day…

•How do you feel after waking up?

•What are you doing?

•How do you feel as the day goes on?

•Now work backwards to see the steps that they will have to have taken to achieve this.
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Empathising – “I empathise with others who are in distress”

As leaders are typically in a similar environment to the colleagues they manage, they may often be 

feeling similar emotions to their colleagues or have felt the same emotions in the past which can 

helpful for empathy and to engage in an effective discussion about it which can be helpful. 

These experiences of similar emotions can help provide the leader with the motivation to support 

their colleagues and ease their discomfort. Additionally, feeling understood and valued by a leader is 

associated with increased engagement at work which is beneficial.

Leaders need to reassure colleagues that everyone is in this together. Feelings of fear and anxiety are 

normal responses to the external demands and these emotions are likely to be felt by everyone at 

this current time. Ensure that you communicate this to your colleagues so they know that they are 

not alone and the current pressures on the system will be affecting everyone.
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Helping – “I take thoughtful, intelligent and appropriate action to help relieve an 

individual’s suffering”

Compassionate leaders are individuals who are willing to offer help to their colleagues. This goes 

beyond the management role that they take with their colleagues as part of their job description. You 

must be driven to take thoughtful and caring action to benefit others. 

It does not necessarily mean that you must fix the problems for those you lead but instead, you may 

help your colleagues to find appropriate solutions. For example, you could help support them with 

their tasks by providing appropriate resources, giving them more time or helping colleagues evaluate 

their best options and strategies moving forward. Albeit in the current situation, the latter is likely to 

be most suitable. 

Ultimately, a compassionate leader will become a role model and create a higher standard of 

compassion and care which other people are then likely to observe and imitate.
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Compassionate Leadership Best Practice

• Being non-judgemental.

• Being curious.

• Listening with fascination.

• Not being afraid to ask questions.

• Give your full attention.

• Have a future-focused mindset.

• Show empathy to show understanding.

• Understand the impact on the colleague – how are they feeling, physical, psychological and behavioural 

impact, etc.

• Take tangible actions to address challenges.

• Non-verbal communication is vital – eye contact, body language, verbal tone, posture, facial expressions.
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Practical Activity

• Your next conversation consciously practice 
the 3 key skills you have explored

• Think about what you did well and what you 
could improve.

Ac t i v e  

L i s t e n i n g
G re a t

Q u e s t i o n s
S h o w  

C o m p a s s i o n

Explore 
Further
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Conversation Framework

Prepare for the 

conversation

Open the 

conversation

Agree a plan
Close the 

conversation

Discuss: Work, 

Career, 

Progression



1. Preparing your Mindset

This is such a key part of your 

preparation. Be positive, optimistic and 

remove assumptions and negative 

thoughts about the conversation.

3. Considering the Environment

Think about things such as timing of the 

meeting, location of the meeting, being able to 

minimise distractions, confidentiality is 

important, etc.

2. Choosing your Style 

As discussed earlier, being prepared to listen, 

ask questions and show compassion/empathy 

is important. But also look to use a coaching 

style. Don’t give all the answers. Adult/adult 

conversation is needed not Parent/child.

4. Preparing Evidence, 

Facts & Data

What do you need to bring to the meeting? 

Anticipate any support and development 

signposting. Any learning & development options?

S DoingBeing

5. 

Shared Purpose
Make sure that you 

BOTH understand 

the purpose of the 

conversation before 

holding it. 

How do you prepare for this kind of conversation? Prepare for the 

conversation

Career Conversations Toolkit  



Prepare for the 

conversation
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1 

Preparing your 

Mindset

3 

Considering the 

Environment

2 

Choosing your Style

4 

Preparing Evidence, 

Facts and Data

S DoingBeing 5 Shared 

Purpose

Using the Preparation 
Model, considering all 5 
elements:

• What are you 
currently doing well?

• What are you 
struggling with?

• What can you do 
differently?

Agree 3 commitments for 
your future career 
conversation preparation.

Self 
Reflection 
activity



Prepare for the 

conversation
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Conversation Openers 

Example of questions;

• What would you like to gain from this conversation? 

• How are you feeling regarding your current role? 

• What do you enjoy doing most at work at the moment? 

• What features of your current role do you like? Why? 

• What have been the best times at work for you in the last year? Why? 

• What are the core skills and competencies that you often get positive 

feedback about? 

• What do you enjoy doing least at work? How would you like things to 

be different? 

• What job changes have you made in your career so far and why? 

• Which roles or parts of roles have you particularly enjoyed? 

• What was it about them that made them enjoyable? 

• How clear are you on your career goals? 

• What would help you get clearer? 

• What would be your dream job? 

Example;

Outline why this conversation is 

important to you, your organisation 

and how the employee can benefit

Explain what this conversation is (and 

what it isn’t, e.g. performance review)

Thank them for their contribution to 

the team and explain that all 

employees are valued and integral to 

the future success of the organisation

Explain that you want to retain the 

skills, experience and knowledge that 

they have

Open the 

conversation



Prepare for the 

conversation
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Open the 

conversation

Want to ensure that all employees know what support and 

benefits are on offer, from flexible working to career 

progression 

Check in to see if doing a good job of managing, and that the 

employee feels supported and engaged

Aim is to engage, retain and support them to continue to enjoy 

work, and to benefit from what the organisation can offer 

Make it personal, Don’t just focus on work, focus on them as an 

individual… Ask how are they feeling? How is their family? What 

have they been up to? When they are next on holiday? Etc

Note: this will be a useful foundation to refer back to at later 

stages of the conversation.

You as a line manager

• Think about how you will 
open the conversation with 
your team?

• What will be your biggest 
challenges?

• How different might each 
conversation be?

• How might you prepare 
them for the conversation?

Self 
Reflection 
activity



Example of questions;

• What do you enjoy most about your job? Why?

• What do you enjoy the least? Why? 

• If there were more opportunities to [stretch your skills / work on other projects / take up 

additional training or qualifications / work in another part of the organisation / be promoted] 

would you be interested? 

• What do you see as your strengths? 

• What would help you realise them more? 

• What personal values would you like to be central to your career? 

• How well do your strengths and values fit with your current role? 

• What would you like to stop, or do less of, in your working life? 

• What would increase your motivation and energy at work? 

• What are the features that your future career must have? 

• How would you describe your ideal career? - think about people, activities, environment, issues, 

challenges and results… 

• I recognise that some people want to continue to progress and learn new skills, but some people 

don’t – and that is fine. How do you feel about this right now, and would you like a change in 

the future? 

• How do you envision your ideal future work life? 

• Do you (or will you) need more of a work /life balance?

Note: you may want to consider using a SWOT Analysis

Prepare for the 

conversation
Career Conversation 

Question Bank

When preparing for your 

career conversation with a 

staff member, use this bank 

to help you structure the 

conversation and really get 

to know the individual. 

Don’t be prescriptive, try 

to be flexible and go with 

the flow. Be responsive to 

their answers to questions 

and don’t try to shoehorn 

them down a pre-

conceived route. Your 

ability to do this will 

improve with practice. 

Exploring questions

Career Conversations Toolkit  
Discuss: Work, 

Career, 

Progression



Prepare for the 

conversation
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Discuss: Work, 

Career, 

Progression

Example of questions;
• Are there any work-related challenges that might impact your happiness and engagement in your role? 

(could be specific tasks, projects, people, technology, pace, change, etc).

• It was nice to hear about how you and the family are doing. It’s really important to me. How do you feel 

about the balance you have between time at work and time outside of work? Could it be improved – and 

how? 

• Are there additional stresses on your time that we can help to support you with – either inside of outside 

of work? 

• Do you feel you have enough autonomy and support from us to manage competing priorities in work 

and in your personal life? 

• (if appropriate) How are you doing with regards to any pension / retirement planning? Do you need any 

help or support?

Challenges and Support



Example of questions;

• How clear are you on your options currently?

• How could you get more clarification? 

• What are the top three things that would make you choose one job over another? 

• What are the top three things you’d like to avoid in any role? 

• How could you shape your career to spend more time using your strengths and on the things you enjoy? 

• If you have a role in mind, what is it about the role which excites or inspires you? 

• What are you looking forward to? 

• What concerns you about the role, if anything? 

• What are the skills, competencies and experience that you need to develop based on your choices? 

• If we forget about any barriers for a minute, what options come to mind for you? 

• What kind of work would you like to be doing in three-five years' time? 

Prepare for the 

conversation

Career Conversations Toolkit  
Discuss: Work, 

Career, 

Progression

Identifying options



Agree a plan
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Ensure you Consider ‘development’ options not just 
‘support’ options.

Remember that ‘Personal Development’ is very 
individual. 

Don’t make assumptions about what an employee 
might want or need 

Consider different Learning Styles – VARK (visual, 
auditory, reading/writing and kinaesthetic).

When discussing options, ask what they would like 
from you as the manager, the team or the 
organisation. This can be now and in the future. 

Take time to reflect

What will be your biggest learning?

Example of questions;

• What options do you want to follow up? 

• How clear are you on the actions you 

need to take to achieve your career goals? 

• What would help you gain more clarity? 

• What’s a realistic timeframe for those 

actions? 

• What will be your quick wins? 

• What support do you need from 

me/others? 

• What barriers do you see? How will you 

prepare to overcome them?

• What’s the first thing you are going to do? 

• When will you want to review progress.

Self 
Reflection 
activity

Agreeing actions 



Agree a plan
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Ensure you Consider ‘development’ options not just 
‘support’ options.

Remember that ‘Personal Development’ is very 
individual. 

Don’t make assumptions about what an employee 
might want or need 

Consider different Learning Styles – VARK (visual, 
auditory, reading/writing and kinaesthetic).

When discussing options, ask what they would like 
from you as the manager, the team or the 
organisation. This can be now and in the future. 

Take time to reflect

What will be your biggest learning?

Example of questions;

• What options do you want to follow up? 

• How clear are you on the actions you 

need to take to achieve your career goals? 

• What would help you gain more clarity? 

• What’s a realistic timeframe for those 

actions? 

• What will be your quick wins? 

• What support do you need from 

me/others? 

• What barriers do you see? How will you 

prepare to overcome them?

• What’s the first thing you are going to do? 

• When will you want to review progress.

Self 
Reflection 
activity

Agreeing actions 



Agree a plan
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Offer relevant support 

options

Employee benefits (open to all employees)

Flexible working options (could include hybrid 

working, different hours of work, part time, etc)

Carers support (could include carers leave, 

signposting to external support agencies, etc)

Financial planning workshops and/or information

Retirement planning (could include phased 

retirements, pre-retirement workshops, etc)

SMART Action Planning
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Close the 

conversation
Close the conversation

Self 
Reflection 
activity

• How can you 
bring the 
conversation 
to a close? 

• Why is it 
important to 
follow up 
and how do 
you do this? 

That leads us on to the final and most important part of the career conversation – the 

close of the conversation. 

What are they going to do, when and how? 

Make sure that they make a note of the actions to which they commit, when and how they 

will implement them and how they will review their success. 

When are you next going to meet to discuss progress? 

I would also encourage the person to put their plan in writing after your conversation, so 

they have something to refer to when you next meet.

Whilst it should be the individual who takes responsibility for their career development and 

implementing a development plan, they are likely to need some support to achieve this. 

What support will they need from you? What support might they need from others and 

how will they get that support? 

How would networking and relationship building help with their career development?
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Practice Time 

Practical Activity
• Think about a ‘career’ conversation that you can 

have with a member of your team.

• Plan how you might approach this conversation.

• Use the Conversation Framework, and the support of 
your group, to begin to plan for the conversation.

• To challenge yourself see the example scenarios and 
have a go at planning how you would approach that 
career conversation?

Explore 
Further
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Th i s  t e am  m e m b e r  h a s  wo r ke d  a t  

yo u r  o r g a n i s a t i o n  a l l  t h e i r  wo r k i n g  

c a re e r ,  wo r k i n g  u p  t o  t h e i r  

c u r re n t  ro l e .   Th e y  l o v e  wh a t  t h e y  

d o  a n d  a re  h ap p y  t o  co n t i n u e  i n  

t h i s  ro l e  u n t i l  r e t i r e m e n t .   Th e y  

k n ow  e ve r y t h i n g  t h e y  n e e d  t o  

k n ow  ab o u t  t h e  ro l e  a n d  d o  n o t  

f e e l  t h e y  n e e d  a  c a re e r  

c o n ve r s a t i o n .

Th i s  t e am  m e m b e r  i s  k e e n  t o  

p ro g re s s  a n d  e a g e r  t o  l e a r n .   

Th e y  a re  n o t  s u re  wh a t ' s  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e m .   H oweve r  

t h e re  a re  n o  c u r re n t  

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i n  t h e i r  ro l e  

a v a i l a b l e .

T h i s  t e am  m e m b e r  i s  4 9  y e a r s  o l d .  

Th e y  h a ve  h ad  a  f ew  p ro m ot i o n s  

o ve r  t h e  l a s t  1 0  y e a r s  a n d  h a ve  

b e e n  v e r y  c o m p e t e n t  a t  t h e i r  j o b .  

Re ce n t l y  t h e y  h a ve  a p p e a re d  l e s s  

m ot i v a t e d ,  t i r e d  a n d  n e g a t i v e .  Yo u  

a re  n o t  s u re  a b o u t  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  

s i t u a t i o n .

Th i s  i n d i v i d u a l  h a s  j u s t  

r e t u r n e d  f ro m  m a t e rn i t y  /  

p a re n t a l  l e a v e .   Th e y  h a ve  

j u s t  r e qu e s t e d  f l e x i b l e  

wo r k i n g .   Th e y  a re  n o t  s u re  

i f  t h e y  h a ve  t i m e  t o  fo c u s  o n  

t h e i r  c a re e r .
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Th e  l a s t  t i m e  t h i s  

i n d i v i d u a l  h ad  a  

fo c u s e d  c a re e r  

c o n ve r s a t i o n  t h e y  

wh e re  a t  s c h o o l .   

W h i c h  wa s  o ve r  3 0  

y e a r s  a go !  Th e y  

t h o u g h t  a  c a re e r  

co n ve r s a t i o n  i s  

j u s t  fo r  wh e n  yo u  

s t a r t  o u t  yo u r  

c a re e r  j o u rn e y .

Th i s  i n d i v i d u a l  

wan t s  t o  p ro g re s s  

b u t  t h e re  a re  n o  

c u r re n t  

o p p o r t u n i t i e s .   

T h e y  a re  

c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e i r  

o p t i o n s  b u t  n o t  

s u re  wh a t  t o  d o .
Th i s  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  f a i r l y  

n ew  to  ro l e  a n d  i s  

k e e n  t o  p ro g re s s .   

E v e r yo n e  s e e m s  v e r y  

e x p e r i e n c e d  a ro u n d  

t h e m  b u t  i t ’ s  a l s o  a  

b u s y  t i m e .  Th e y  a re  

n o t  s u re  h ow  t h e y  c a n  

p rog re s s .
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Additional resources 

Books to 
read
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Self-reflection, capture your learning

• Which areas of this Toolkit were most beneficial?

• What will you do differently as a result of 
exploring this Toolkit?

• What do you need to consider/do before having 
your own ‘career’ conversations?

Self 
Reflection 
activity
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Next Steps … Plan your next steps 

Reflection 

How can you share your learnings with your team?

Who can support you with your actions?

How will these actions make a difference?

What are your time scales?

What further development, if any, will you need?

What do I need to do next?

Action 
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Notes 
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Notes 
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