
 
Check-in (Manager/Leader) hints & tips  
 

A Check-in is an opportunity to catch up, show appreciation, agree or 
adjust priorities, discuss recent work and provide coaching.  Whilst it might 
be good to book in your first Check-in with your team, let your team know 
that it is over to them now, and ask them to book in their own Check-in 
meetings. 

 Check-in meetings do not need to be long or for a specific period 
of time (1 hour whether you need it or not) – little and often are 
actually better. 

 There isn’t necessarily a need to keep notes/minutes etc from a 
check-in but you or your team member can if they want. 

 Give it your all – leave your phone at your desk, go for a walk and 
try not to cancel! 

 The check-in is for your team member, if they want to prepare they 
can do this in their time. 

 Make it clear that the Check-in is for them and they can talk about 
work, career, health etc. 

Thoughts on how to start your Check-in conversation 

- How are things going?  Tell me what you are working on? 
- How happy do you feel about things right now? 
- How can we make better use of your strengths? 
- Do we need to change or adjust any of our team goals? 
- Can I share where I think you are in terms of achieving your 

goals? 
- How do you feel you are towards achieving your objectives? 
- Let me share what I think you did fantastically this week… 
- If there is one thing I’d like to see you do more of/less of its… 
- Let me share what I know about how we are doing as a team 
- What can I do differently to make work better for you? 
- What suggestions do you have for how things can be 

improved/done differently? 

 

 
Reward (Manager/Leader) hints & tips 
 

The power of personal thanks and appreciation cannot be understated.  
Providing positive recognition of an accomplishment serves to raise 
individual self-esteem, reinforce their value to the team and the University, 
improve their self-image and encourage them to accomplish even greater 
results in the future.  Build on the strengths they bring! 

 Having a reward conversation at least termly can 
continue/contribute to your Annual Development Review (ADR) 
conversation 

 This time is for them and leaving you phone/distractions out of the 
conversation is a vital component. 

 Prepare in advance by thinking through these questions 
 What has gone well for them over the last term?  
 What has been their contribution to the team’s 

achievements? 
 Do I know what matters most to this member of the team 

and what they most value or need at this point? 

Thoughts on how to start your Reward conversation 

- What has gone well during the last term?   
- Tell me what achievement you are most pleased about during the 

last term? 
- Can I share what I think you have done particularly well this term 
- What have you most enjoyed working on this term? 
- What do you need from me to help you continue to make a 

valuable contribution? 
- What would you like to focus your energy/strengths on over the 

next term? 

Following the conversation be sure to share particular successes with 
senior leaders and let your team member know that you have done so! 

 

 



 
Development (Manager/Leader) hints & tips 
 

A Development conversation is an opportunity to catch up specifically on 
progression relating to personal development plans and/or to engage in 
more holistic career conversations.  Career development today is about 
making the most of your team members’ strengths, giving them the chance 
to learn new skills and opening doors for them.  Discussing development 
activities undertaken as part of a development plan helps to support 
learning transfer, and making time to follow up and review any progression 
really supports the fulfilment of those best made plans!  

 Match team members’ strengths to movement and opportunities in 
the team.   

 Remember a career conversation doesn’t necessarily have to be 
about changing roles or gaining promotion.   

 Focusing on how they can get better at what they do today also 
supports future onward progression. 

 Using a development plan can provide a starting point for Review 
conversations.   

 Can the development plans be progressed/directed to support 
career conversations?  For example a development can be 
progressed with the completion of a Personal Development 

Workbook.  https://www.dur.ac.uk/od/strain/cpd/pdworkbooks/ 
 Think about how new skills can be developed: Projects, 

Communities of Practice (CoP) shadowing, a coach, etc… 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/od/local/cop/ 

Thoughts on how to start your Development conversation 

- Tell me about your aspirations – short and longer terms. 
- What have you managed to complete from your development 

plan? 
- What learning have you managed to bring back from your recent 

development? 
- How would you like to share your learning within the team? 
- Let’s think about what we can do now to help you with your future 

aspirations. 

 
Challenging (Manager/Leader) hints & tips 
 

A difficult conversation can be one of the hardest parts of being a leader.  
It is no fun for the person on the receiving end either.  Don’t forget that 
being known as a leader that tackles problems is a positive perception. 

 It’s natural to be defensive when we hear something we don’t like.  
Take time to reflect. 

 Do it alone.  Involving others will often change the dynamic to one 
of confrontation 

 Be kind with your language, but be straightforward. 

 Have to hand specific examples of the issue.  It’s not fair for 
example to say “you’re always late for meetings”.  Be specific 
about which meeting they were late for. 

 Reduce the impact of threat by getting your team member to lead 
on their own feedback, we are normally our own best critic. 

 

Examples of Challenging conversations 

- The piece of work you agreed to deliver was for last week.  How 
are you getting on? 

- You seem unhappy to me so I wanted to have a chat and find out 
what’s wrong and see what we can do. 

- How do you think work is going at the moment?  …I  see you are 
struggling with this project?  … I want to help so let’s talk about 
how we can get things back on track. 

- The quality of your work is good but sometimes I see xxx 
behaviour, which has xxx impact (give examples).  So talk to me 
about what is going on and how can I help? 

- You’ve had three lots of absence in the last month, so I wanted to 
catch up and have a chat.  Is there anything you want to tell me or 
can I help in anyway? 

 

 

 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/od/strain/cpd/pdworkbooks/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/od/local/cop/


 

Review (Manager/Leader) hints & tips 
 

Having a conversation to take stock and ‘Review’, can really ensure things 
can get better all the time.   Adopting an appreciative inquiry (AI) approach 
facilitates the focus to be on strengths, in an ongoing effort to improve and 
achieve incremental continuous improvement (CI).  Whilst CI has its routes 
within manufacturing and quality initiatives, such as Kaizen, AI was a 
precursor to the strengths based movement.  Having an AI orientated 
Review conversation will provide an opportunity to engage team members 
in positive small changes, both personally and for the team.     

 Small behavioural improvements are less likely to require major 
capital investment. 

 All colleagues should continually be seeking ways to improve their 
own performance. 

 Strengths focus encourage people to take ownership for their 
work/behaviour, and can help reinforce team working, thereby 
improving motivation. 

 

How to use SOAR to structure your Review conversation 

Strengths:  What do you do well?  Key capabilities, accomplishments etc. 

What are you most proud of? What makes you unique?  What strengths are most 
valuable to the team?  

Opportunities: What circumstances exist to leverage success? 

What needs and wants are we not currently fulfilling?  What partnerships could 
lead to greater success?  What threats could we reframe as opportunities?   

Aspirations: An expression of wants for achievement, A vision for future 

How can you make a difference?  What do you want to achieve in the future?  
What are you passionate about? 

Results: Tangible outcomes and measures showing goals have been met 

What measures show you are on track? How does the vision translate into 
outcomes? How do we know we have achieved our goals? 

 
Strategy (Manager/Leader) hints & tips 
 

Setting clear team priorities is a must in order to make things happen.  
Here are some things you could keep in mind when sharing the priorities, 
keeping in mind a common view of the goal, along with a collective path to 
reaching it.  

 

 Alignment means having a clear picture.  Think beyond repetition 
parrot fashion, consider what it means to them personally. 

 Prioritise what will propel them forward.  Ownership of the whole 
before their piece and focus on what is mission critical. 

 Create the right pace and sequence for the future.  The 
combination of the right pace and sequence, along with the 
balance of near-term and long-term priorities. 

 Communicate so priorities resonate.  If people can’t relate their job 
to what you’re saying, or what they can do to help, they will 
disconnect. 

 Set in-process milestones.  Talk about what success looks like, 
reinforce collective ability.  People need to see they are “on track” 
or “off track” to take corrective action. 

 Celebrate early wins and rapidly scale to other areas.  Create 
momentum, establish a mindset of ‘Review’ and continuous 
improvement (CI). 

 

Examples of Strategy sharing conversations 

- Consider the University Strategy, then how this relates to the local 
strategic plans, then the team and them individually.   

- Think about regularly reviewing how things are going, how any 
success can be shared through Communities of Practice and how 
things can be kept on track. 

- Link to them setting their objectives for achievement.  
 

 



 
Objectives (Manager/Leader) hints & tips 
 

Objectives clarify expectations for the coming year and provide the basis 
for the following year’s performance assessment. Clear objectives are a 
useful management tool, helping you to identify what is being done, by 

whom and when. 

Having identified what needs to be achieved as part of your ‘strategy’ 
conversation, and having related this to the team and then them 
individually.  Writing this as a statement will then enable you to apply the 
SMART criteria to it. 

SMART is a useful acronym which describes the different elements that 
are required in useful objectives. SMART stands for:  

• Specific  

• Measurable  

• Achievable  

• Relevant/ Realistic  

• Time-framed. 

Thoughts to focus your Objective conversation 

- Think about what you need the individual to achieve - avoid writing 
objectives which describe what someone is going to do. 

- Keep objectives under review throughout the year. 
- Objectives should reflect the level and range of responsibilities 

that an individual has. 
- Objectives should be challenging and aim to achieve positive 

outcomes – avoid setting too difficult or too easy objectives, both 
can be de-motivating. 

- A useful objective is one which describes what is expected of 
them. 

 

 

 
Wellbeing (Manager/Leader) hints & tips 
 

Everyone has responsibility for supporting health and wellbeing in the 
workplace. Line managers are responsible for implementing stress 
management initiatives, spotting early warning signs of stress and making 
reasonable adjustments at work.  Individuals also have a responsibility for 
looking after their own health and wellbeing whilst at work and outside 
work as well.  

Guidance and templates to support managing stress in the workplace 
(Stress Risk Assessments), and supporting staff wellbeing (Wellness 
Action Plans) are available via the Occupational Health Website.  

Thoughts on how to support wellbeing at work: 

 Encourage the employee to talk, and listen carefully and actively.   
“How are you doing at the moment?” 

 If staff behaviour has changed raise this at the earliest opportunity.  
“I’ve noticed you’ve been arriving late recently, is everything ok?” 

 If staff raise any concerns regarding their work, use the Stress 
Risk Assessment template, to structure the discussion, taking 
appropriate action if concerns are identified.  

If staff raise concerns about their general health and wellbeing consider 
the following 

- Direct staff to the wellbeing advice and services available via the 
OH website 

- Encourage and support the staff member to complete a Wellness 
Action Plan 

- Encourage staff to see their GP if reporting health concerns 
- Refer to Occupational Health if reporting health and wellbeing 

concerns that are affecting their ability to carry out general daily 
activities, including the ability to carry out their work. 

 
 
 
 


