Capacity Building

Q a Solutions

ONE-TO-ONE BEST
PRACTICE DOCUMENT

The Complete Manager's Guide to High-Impact 1:1 Conversations




PREFACE

One-to-one meetings are among the most powerful tools a leader has, yet they are also
among the most commonly misused. In too many organizations, they drift into status
updates, become inconsistent, or disappear entirely under pressure. When that happens,
leaders lose their primary mechanism for building trust, surfacing problems early,
developing judgment, and aligning expectations.

This document establishes a clear leadership standard for one-to-ones.

It is not a script, a checklist, or an HR policy. It is a practical operating guide built from

real-world leadership experience, coaching practice, and peer advisory work. The
emphasis throughout is on clarity, discipline, and responsibility, not theory.

The standards and tools that follow are designed to be:
® Practical enough to use immediately
® Structured enough to create consistency

® Flexible enough to respect judgment and context

Leaders are expected to adapt language where appropriate, but not to dilute intent. The
purpose is not to make one-to-ones easier—it is to make them more effective.

This document is intended for:
¢ Leaders who manage people directly
® Executives responsible for leadership standards

® Coaches and peer group facilitators supporting leader development

Used well, it creates a shared understanding of what good leadership conversations look
like and how to sustain them over time.

Strong organizations are built through consistent, disciplined conversations.
This document exists to support that work.
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INTRODUCTION, PURPOSE, AND
HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT

Why This Document Exists

One-to-one meetings are the most important leadership conversations in any
organization—and they are also the most commonly misused. When done well, they
prevent surprises, surface issues early, build trust, and develop people. When done poorly,
they turn into status updates, get cancelled repeatedly, or disappear entirely until a
problem forces a difficult conversation.

This document exists to set a clear, practical standard for how one-to-ones should be run.

It is designed to remove ambiguity for leaders and managers by defining what good looks
like, what is required, and what behaviors undermine the value of these meetings.

Who This Document Is For

This document is written for:

® Business owners and CEOs who want consistent leadership practices across the
organization

® Senior leaders responsible for talent development and succession
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¢ Managers at all levels who are accountable for people, performance, and results

® Coaches and Chairs using one-to-ones as a primary development tool

While HR teams may reference this document, it is not written as an HR policy. It is a
leadership operating guide.

What This Document Is — and Is Not
This document is:

® A practical playbook for running high-impact one-to-ones
® A shared leadership standard across roles and levels

® A coaching and development framework

® A reference that can be taught, reinforced, and revisited

This document is not:

® A substitute for performance reviews
® An HR compliance document
® A theoretical leadership essay

¢ Optional guidance to be selectively applied

The expectations in this document are intentional and non-negotiable.

The Business Case for Disciplined One-to-Ones

Organizations that run consistent, high-quality one-to-ones see measurable advantages:
® Fewer surprises: Issues surface earlier, when they are still manageable

¢ Stronger retention: People who feel heard and supported are less likely to disengage
o Faster execution: Blockers are removed quickly instead of compounding
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0> Better decisions: Leaders have clearer visibility into talent, risk, and readiness
e Stronger succession: Future leaders are identified and developed over time

Conversely, organizations that treat one-to-ones casually pay for it later through turnover,
burnout, missed expectations, and reactive management.

How This Document Should Be Used

This document is designed to be used, not admired.

¢ Managers should use it as a preparation and coaching reference

® Leaders should use it to set expectations and inspect consistency

® Coaches and Chairs should use it as a shared language and reset tool
¢ New managers should be trained against it

No one is expected to implement everything at once. The expectation is that leaders
commit to the standards, identify gaps, and improve over time.

A Final Word on Accountability

Protecting one-to-one time, preparing properly,
and following through on commitments are
not administrative tasks. They are core
leadership responsibilities.

Leaders who cancel frequently, show up
unprepared, or avoid difficult conversations
erode trust—whether they intend to or not.

This document sets the expectation that one-
to-ones are treated with the same seriousness
as client commitments, safety protocols, and
financial reviews.

Capacity Building © Capacity Building Solutions, Inc. 06
Q a Solutions www.capacity-building.com


http://www.capacity-building.com/

Section 2 |

THE ROLE OF ONE-TO-ONES IN THE
LEADERSHIP SYSTEM

One-to-Ones as Leadership Infrastructure

One-to-ones are not standalone meetings. They are a core part of the leadership system
and should be treated as such. They connect strategy to execution, culture to behavior,
and expectations to accountability. When one-to-ones are weak or inconsistent, leaders
lose visibility and organizations become reactive.

Strong leadership systems rely on a predictable rhythm of conversations. One-to-ones are
where leaders gain insight into what is actually happening—not what appears in

dashboards or reports. They are the earliest warning system for risk, disengagement, and
execution breakdowns.

WHERE ONE-TO-ONES FIT — AND WHERE THEY DO NOT

Clarity about purpose is essential. When one-to-ones are used for everything, they lose
their value. When they are used for the right things, they become indispensable.

One-to-ones are the right forum for:

® Removing blockers that an employee cannot clear alone

® Coaching performance, judgment, and behavior
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® Discussing development, growth, and readiness for more responsibility
¢ Addressing sensitive or difficult issues early

¢ Making decisions that require context and dialogue

e Checking energy, workload, and engagement

One-to-ones are not the right forum for:

® Routine status updates that belong in dashboards or standups

°> Broadcast communication or announcements

¢ Team-wide coordination

® Administrative updates that require little discussion

Misusing one-to-ones as status meetings is one of the fastest ways to undermine trust
and engagement.

One-to-Ones and Psychological Safety

Psychological safety is not created in town halls or team meetings. It is built primarily in
individual conversations over time. One-to-ones give leaders the opportunity to create a
space where people can speak candidly about challenges, mistakes, and uncertainty
without fear of embarrassment or punishment.

Safety is not established by saying the right words once. It is established by consistent
behavior:

® Listening without interrupting

® Responding without defensiveness

® Following through on commitments

¢ Addressing issues respectfully and early

When leaders react poorly, minimize concerns, or use one-to-ones to ambush people,
safety erodes quickly—and it is difficult to rebuild.
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One-to-Ones as an Early Warning System

Most performance problems do not appear suddenly. They develop gradually and are
visible long before they become formal issues. One-to-ones are where these signals first
appear.

Early warning signs include:

¢ Changes in energy or engagement

® Repeatedly missed commitments

® Avoidance of certain topics

® Increased defensiveness

® Confusion about priorities

® Quiet withdrawal from discussion

Leaders who pay attention to these signals can intervene early, adjust expectations,
and provide support before problems escalate.

The Cost of Inconsistent One-to-Ones

When one-to-ones are cancelled frequently, rushed, or treated as optional, the message is
clear—even if it is unintentional. People conclude that their development, challenges, and
time are less important than other priorities.

The downstream costs include:

¢ Delayed problem identification

® Increased burnout

¢ Lower engagement

¢ Poor succession visibility

® Reactive performance management

Organizations often try to solve these problems later with surveys, restructures, or new
initiatives. Most of those costs could have been avoided through disciplined one-to-ones.
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Leadership Accountability

Leaders are accountable for the quality and
consistency of their one-to-ones. Delegating
the scheduling or preparation does not
transfer responsibility.

At every level of leadership, the expectation is
the same:

¢ One-to-ones are protected and recurring

® Leaders arrive prepared

¢ Employees are expected to prepare as well
® Issues are addressed early

¢ Commitments are tracked and honored

This document sets the standard for that accountability.

Capacity Building

Q a Solutions

www.capacity-building.com

© Capacity Building Solutions, Inc.

10


http://www.capacity-building.com/

NONNEGOTIABLE STANDARDS FOR
EFFECTIVE ONETOONES

This section defines the minimum standard for what qualifies as a real one-to-one. These
are not best-effort suggestions. They are requirements. When any of these are missing
consistently, the meeting may still happen—but it is not doing the leadership work it is
meant to do.

Standard 1 — Protected, Recurring Time

One-to-ones must be scheduled as recurring meetings and protected like client
commitments. Treating them as optional or movable communicates—intentionally or not
—that people issues matter less than other priorities.

Expectations:

® One-to-ones are scheduled at least several months in advance
® The cadence is appropriate to the role (weekly or bi-weekly for most roles)
® Leaders do not multitask during the meeting

¢ Cancellations are rare and rescheduled immediately
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If one-to-ones are frequently cancelled, delayed, or shortened, trust erodes and issues go
underground.

Standard 2 — Employee-Owned Agenda

The employee owns the agenda. This is a defining characteristic of an effective one-to-
one.

Expectations:

¢ The employee updates the agenda in advance
® Agenda items include wins, priorities, blockers, decisions, and development topics

¢ The manager adds items after reviewing the employee’s agenda

When managers control the agenda, meetings drift toward status updates and directive
conversations. When employees own the agenda, accountability and engagement
increase.

Standard 3 — Preparation on Both Sides

Effective one-to-ones require preparation by both the manager and the employee.
Preparation is a signal of respect and seriousness.

Manager preparation includes:

® Reviewing prior notes and open actions
0> Identifying relevant metrics, observations, or patterns

® Preparing coaching questions or feedback

Employee preparation includes:

¢ Updating progress on prior actions
® Identifying blockers or decisions needed

® Reflecting on development and growth

Showing up unprepared—on either side—limits the value of the conversation.
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Standard 4 — Focus on Blockers, Decisions, and Development

One-to-ones are not primarily status meetings. Status can be captured elsewhere. The
highest value comes from addressing issues that require dialogue, judgment, and
context.

At least a third of the meeting should be spent on:

® Removing blockers

¢ Making or clarifying decisions

® Coaching performance or judgment
® Discussing development and growth

If one-to-ones are dominated by reporting activity, they will eventually feel redundant and
get deprioritized.

Standard 5 — Psychological Safety and Respectful Candor

One-to-ones must be a space where issues can be raised early and honestly.

Expectations:

® Leaders listen without interrupting

¢ Feedback is delivered respectfully and specifically

¢ Concerns are addressed without embarrassment or blame
¢ Disagreements are handled professionally

Using one-to-ones to surprise, threaten, or vent undermines safety and damages trust.
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Standard 6 — Clear Actions, Owners, and Dates

Every one-to-one should end with clarity about next steps.

Expectations:

® Actions are captured during the meeting
® Each action has a clear owner

® Due dates are explicit

® Actions are reviewed at the next meeting

Without follow-through, even good conversations lose credibility.

Standard 7 — Follow-Through and Meeting Quality Feedback

Leaders are responsible for closing the loop.

Expectations:

® Notes or action summaries are shared within 24 hours
® Leaders follow through on their commitments
® Periodically, leaders ask for feedback on the usefulness of the meeting

A simple question—"How useful was this one-to-one?”"—provides valuable signal and
reinforces accountability.
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When One-to-Ones Are Not Working
When these standards are not consistently met, common symptoms appear:
® Meetings feel repetitive or low value

¢ Agendas are empty or generic

® Actions are not completed

® Difficult topics are avoided

¢ Engagement declines

These symptoms should trigger a reset conversation—not abandonment of the practice.
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MEETING STRUCTURE, CADENCE, AND
PRACTICAL MECHANICS

This section defines how one-to-ones should be structured and paced so they are
consistent, efficient, and useful. Strong structure creates freedom. Without it, meetings
drift, important topics get crowded out, and development becomes inconsistent.

Cadence by Role

One-to-one cadence should reflect the complexity of the role, the experience of the
individual, and the pace of the work. There is no universal schedule, but there are clear
guidelines.

Executives and senior leaders
¢ Cadence: Weekly or bi-weekly
¢ Typical length: 45-60 minutes

0> Primary focus: Strategy execution, leadership effectiveness, talent, succession,
cross-functional friction
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Managers and experienced individual contributors

¢ Cadence: Weekly or bi-weekly
® Typical length: 45-60 minutes

¢ Primary focus: Strategy execution, leadership effectiveness, talent, succession,
cross-functional friction

Front-line roles or highly tactical positions

¢ Cadence: Weekly during onboarding, then bi-weekly
e Typical length: 20-30 minutes

¢ Primary focus: Safety, quality, execution, short-cycle coaching

New hires (first 90 days)

¢ Cadence: Weekly
® Typical length: 30 minutes
® Primary focus: Role clarity, expectations, early feedback, integration

Cadence should be revisited when roles change, workload shifts, or performance issues
emerge.

www.capacity-building.com
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Standard 30-Minute One-to-One Structure

This structure is intentionally simple and repeatable.

Executives and senior leaders

® Check-in (3 minutes)
A brief human check-in. One or two sentences. Not a therapy session.

® Wins and priorities (7 minutes)
What progress has been made? What matters most right now?

® Blockers and decisions (12 minutes)
The core of the meeting. Identify the most important obstacle or decision and work it

together.

® Development and coaching (5 minutes)
Skills, judgment, feedback, or growth aligned to current or next role.

® Actions and close (3 minutes)
Confirm actions, owners, due dates, and ask for a usefulness pulse.

This structure can scale up to longer meetings by expanding the middle sections.

Agenda Design and Shared Documents

A shared agenda document is required for effective one-to-ones.
Minimum agenda elements:

® Wins

® Current priorities

® Blockers

® Decisions needed

® Development topics

¢ Open actions from prior meetings
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The agenda should be living and cumulative, allowing both manager and employee to see
patterns over time.

Notes and Action Tracking

Notes are not a transcript. They are a working record.

Expectations:

¢ Capture key decisions and commitments

o> Record coaching themes, not every word

® Track actions with owners and dates

® Review actions at the start of the next meeting

Consistent documentation prevents confusion and reinforces accountability.

When Meetings Run Long or Go Off Track

Not every issue can be resolved in one meeting.

Guidelines:

® If a topic requires deep work, schedule a follow-up
¢ Do not allow urgent issues to permanently crowd out development
® If time runs out consistently, reassess cadence or meeting length

Running out of time occasionally is normal. Running out of time every meeting is a signal.

Cancelations, Reschedules, and Missed Meetings
How leaders handle missed one-to-ones matters.

Expectations:

¢ Cancel only when unavoidable

¢ Reschedule promptly
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® Avoid repeatedly pushing the meeting for the same person

Repeated cancellations send a message—even when unintended.

Measuring Meeting Effectiveness

Leaders should periodically assess whether one-to-ones are delivering value.

Simple signals include:

® Are actions being completed?

® Are issues surfacing earlier?

® Is development discussed regularly?
® Do people come prepared?

A simple usefulness question—asked occasionally—can surface improvement
opportunities early.

www.capacity-building.com
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COACHING, FEEDBACK, AND DIFFICULT
CONVERSATIONS

One-to-ones are where coaching becomes real. This section defines how leaders should
use these meetings to develop judgment, correct behavior early, and handle difficult
conversations before they escalate into formal performance issues.

The Manager's Role as Coach

In a one-to-one, the manager’s primary role is not to give answers. It is to help the
employee think more clearly, see consequences, and make better decisions.

Effective coaching behaviors include:

® Asking thoughtful, open-ended questions

® Listening for assumptions and gaps in reasoning
® Reflecting patterns rather than isolated events
® Helping the employee connect actions to impact

¢ Holding clear expectations without micromanaging

Coaching is not rescuing. Solving problems for people may feel helpful in the moment,
but it weakens ownership and learning over time.
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The Three Coaching Lenses

Not every coaching conversation has the same objective. Before giving feedback or
guidance, leaders should be clear which lens they are using.

Performance coaching
Used when expectations are not being met.

¢ Focus: Specific behaviors and outcomes
¢ Time horizon: Short-term correction

¢ Goal: Restore performance to standard

Capability coaching

Used when someone is growing into a role or preparing for the next one.
¢ Focus: Skill-building and judgment

¢> Time horizon: Medium-term development

¢ Goal: Increase readiness and confidence

Strategic coaching
Used to connect work to broader organizational priorities.

¢ Focus: Context, trade-offs, and impact
¢ Time horizon: Ongoing

¢ Goal: Improve decision quality and alignment

Using multiple lenses in the same conversation often creates confusion. Choose one
primary lens per meeting.
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Giving Feedback Effectively

Feedback should be timely, specific, and respectful. Avoid saving feedback for reviews or
letting issues linger.

Guidelines:

® Ask permission before giving feedback
® Describe observable behavior, not intent
e Explain impact clearly

¢ State expectations going forward
A simple structure:

¢ Situation: When and where it occurred
¢ Behavior: What was observed

® Impact: The result or consequence

Receiving Pushback and Disagreement

Pushback is not insubordination. It is often a sign of engagement.

When an employee disagrees:

® Listen fully before responding

® Reflect back what you heard

¢ Clarify where you agree and where you don't
¢ Decide together or explain the decision clearly

Shutting down disagreement discourages candor and drives issues underground.
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Addressing Difficult Topics Early

One-to-ones are the right place to address sensitive issues before they become formal
problems.

Examples include:

® Missed expectations

® Interpersonal conflict

® Energy or engagement changes
© Workload concerns

® Behavioral patterns

Waiting too long raises the cost of the conversation for everyone.

When Emotions Run High

Strong emotions may surface in one-to-ones. Leaders should respond with steadiness
and respect.

Guidelines:

e Acknowledge emotion without amplifying it
® Pause if needed

¢ Avoid arguing facts in the moment

® Focus on next steps

The goal is not to “win” the conversation. It is to maintain trust while addressing the
issue.
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Escalating Toward Formal Performance Management
When coaching does not lead to improvement, leaders must escalate.
Signals escalation may be needed:

® Repeated coaching on the same issue

® Lack of follow-through despite support

¢ Impact on team performance or safety

Escalation should never come as a surprise. One-to-ones should create a clear trail of
expectations, feedback, and support.
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DEVELOPMENT, CAREER CONVERSATIONS, AND
READINESS FOR MORE RESPONSIBILITY

One-to-ones are where development becomes concrete. Without regular, explicit
conversations about growth, career discussions become vague, reactive, or emotionally
charged. This section defines how leaders should use one-to-ones to develop capability,
assess readiness, and set honest expectations over time.

Making Development a Standing Topic

Development should not be an occasional conversation triggered by frustration or
opportunity. It should be a recurring topic that evolves as the person grows.

Expectations:

® Development is discussed regularly, not only during reviews
® Growth conversations are grounded in observed behavior and performance
o> Leaders are clear about what growth looks like in practice

When development is ignored, people fill in the gaps with assumptions—often inaccurate
ones.
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Separating Aspiration from Readiness

Aspiration matters. So does readiness. Confusing the two leads to disappointment and
mistrust.

Leaders should help employees clearly distinguish:

© What they want next
¢ What the role actually requires
¢ What evidence would demonstrate readiness

Being honest about readiness is an act of respect, not limitation.

The Core Readiness Dimensions

Readiness for more responsibility should be assessed across multiple dimensions over
time.

Capability

e Consistent performance at the current level
® Ability to handle complexity and ambiguity
¢ Evidence of learning and improvement
Judgment

® Quality of decisions under pressure

® Willingness to seek input and adjust

® Ability to anticipate consequences

Ownership

¢ Taking responsibility beyond assigned tasks
® Following through without reminders

¢ Thinking in terms of outcomes, not just activity
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Leadership Impact

® Influence on peers
® Willingness to help others succeed
¢ Modeling expected behaviors

No single conversation determines readiness. Patterns do.

Stretch Assignments and Experiments

Development accelerates through experience, not instruction alone.
Guidelines for stretch work:

® Define the scope and success criteria clearly

® Agree on support and check-in cadence

e Treat mistakes as learning when intent and effort are present

Stretch assignments should challenge without overwhelming.

Handling “Not Yet” Conversations

Telling someone they are not ready—yet—requires clarity and care.
Effective “not yet” conversations include:

e Specific gaps, not general impressions

¢ Examples from recent work

o Clear expectations for what needs to change

® A realistic timeline for reassessment

Avoid vague reassurance. It creates false hope and erodes trust.
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When Growth Stalls

Not all stalled development has the same cause.
Common patterns include:

e Comfort at the current level

e Effort without progress

¢ Misalignment between strengths and the next role

Leaders should diagnose before prescribing solutions.

Career Paths That Are Not Linear

Not all growth means moving “up.”
Leaders should normalize:

® Deepening expertise

® Broadening scope laterally

¢ Temporary plateaus

Honest conversations about paths reduce pressure and increase engagement.

Leader Accountability in Development

Leaders are accountable for having clear, honest development conversations. Delegating
these discussions—or avoiding them—creates confusion and resentment.

One-to-ones provide the structure needed to handle development well.
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ENERGY, WORKLOAD, AND BURNOUT

One-to-ones are often the first place leaders can see changes in energy, focus, and
capacity. This section defines how leaders should use one-to-ones to monitor workload,
differentiate healthy strain from burnout, and intervene early and responsibly.

Why Energy Matters

Performance problems are often framed as skill or motivation issues when the root cause
is capacity. Sustained overload, unclear priorities, or chronic stress degrade judgment
long before results visibly decline.

Leaders who ignore energy signals eventually pay for it through errors, disengagement,
turnover, or safety incidents. One-to-ones provide the context needed to see these
patterns early.

Productive Strain vs. Burnout

Not all fatigue is bad. Growth often requires periods of focused effort. The leader’s job is
to distinguish productive strain from burnout.
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Productive strain Burnout

Temporary and situational Persistent exhaustion
Recoverable with rest or progress Cynicism, detachment, or irritability
Accompanied by engagement and purpose Declining recovery even after time off

Reduced effectiveness despite effort

Confusing burnout with lack of commitment is a common and costly mistake.

Early Warning Signals

Signals that warrant attention in one-to-ones include:
¢ Noticeable drops in energy or focus

® Increased defensiveness or withdrawal

® Repeatedly missed commitments

® Narrowed perspective or rigid thinking

® Physical complaints tied to stress

These signals should prompt inquiry, not judgment.

Asking the Right Questions
Effective leaders ask direct, respectful questions:
® “How sustainable does your workload feel right now?”
® “What's taking more energy than it should?”
® “What would make the biggest difference over the next two weeks?”
® “What are you carrying that others don’t see?”
Avoid minimizing responses or rushing to solutions.
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Resetting Workload and Priorities

When overload is identified, leaders should work with the employee to reset expectations.
Guidelines:

® Clarify true priorities versus assumed ones

0> Defer, delegate, or eliminate low-value work

® Adjust timelines where possible

® Make trade-offs explicit

A workload reset is not a sign of weakness. It is a leadership decision.

When Issues Extend Beyond Work

Sometimes energy issues are influenced by factors outside work. Leaders should remain
human without overstepping.

Expectations:

® Acknowledge what you are hearing

® Avoid probing into personal details

¢ Offer available support resources when appropriate
® Revisit workload and expectations

One-to-ones are not therapy sessions, but they should reflect care and responsibility.

Leader Accountability

Leaders are accountable for creating sustainable performance, not just short-term
output.

Using one-to-ones to monitor energy and workload is part of that responsibility.
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SKIP-LEVEL ONE-TO-ONES AND
ORGANIZATIONAL VISIBILITY

Skip-level one-to-ones provide leaders with visibility beyond their direct reports and give
employees access to senior leadership. When done well, they strengthen trust, surface
risk early, and support talent development. When done poorly, they create confusion,
undermine managers, and damage credibility.

This section defines how skip-levels should be used responsibly.

Purpose of Skip-Level One-to-Ones

Skip-levels are not a workaround for weak management, nor are they a substitute for
direct-manager conversations.

Their primary purposes are:

© Gaining unfiltered insight into how work is actually getting done
¢ Identifying emerging talent and development needs

® Sensing culture, morale, and engagement

® Spotting systemic issues that do not surface upward

® Reinforcing organizational priorities and values

Skip-levels should complement—not replace—strong manager relationships.
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Appropriate Cadence and Scope

Skip-levels should be used intentionally and sparingly.

Guidelines:

® Typical cadence: Quarterly
® Length: 30 minutes
¢ Scope: Listening, understanding, and pattern recognition—not decision-making

More frequent skip-levels may be appropriate during transitions, reorganizations, or for
high-potential development.

Ground Rules for Leaders

To avoid undermining the management structure, leaders must be explicit about
boundaries.

Expectations:

¢ Inform the direct manager that skip-levels are occurring
® Clarify the purpose of the conversation up front

¢ Avoid giving direction that conflicts with the manager
® Do not commit to changes or fixes during the meeting
® Maintain appropriate confidentiality

The leader’s role is to listen, not to rescue.
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Ground Rules for Employees

Employees participating in skip-levels should understand:

® The skip-level does not replace their manager

¢ Concerns should still be raised with their manager whenever possible
¢ The goal is sharing perspective, not escalating grievances

Clear framing prevents misuse.

Effective Skip-Level Questions

Leaders should ask open, non-leading questions.

Examples:

® “What's working well on your team that | should protect?”
¢ “What gets in the way of doing your best work?”

® “Where do you see friction between teams or priorities?”
¢ “What should | be paying more attention to?”

0> “Who on your team is growing quickly?”

® “If you could change one thing about how we work, what would it be?”

Avoid questions that invite gossip or manager-bashing.
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Feeding Insights Back Into the System

Insights from skip-levels are only valuable if they are handled responsibly.
Guidelines:

0> Share themes, not quotes
¢ Protect individual confidentiality
¢ Discuss patterns with managers, not isolated comments

® Use insights to improve systems, not assign blame

Skip-levels should strengthen the leadership system, not bypass it.

Common Failure Modes

Skip-levels create problems when:

o> Leaders solve problems directly in the meeting
¢ Managers are kept in the dark

¢ Employees use skip-levels to avoid accountability

¢ Confidentiality is mishandled

When these patterns appear, skip-levels should be paused and reset.
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Leader Accountability

Leaders who conduct skip-levels are accountable for:

® Setting clear expectations
¢ Protecting the management chain
¢ Using insights constructively

¢ Avoiding favoritism or side deals

Handled well, skip-levels increase trust. Handled poorly, they erode it quickly.

—_2
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MEASUREMENT, ACCOUNTABILITY, AND
CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

One-to-ones improve performance only when they are taken seriously and inspected
periodically. This section defines how leaders should measure the effectiveness of one-
to-ones, reinforce accountability, and continuously improve the practice without turning it
into bureaucracy.

Why Measurement Matters

Leaders often assume one-to-ones are happening and are effective because they appear
on calendars. Calendar presence, however, does not equal impact.

Measurement provides answers to practical questions:

® Are meetings actually happening?
® Areissues being surfaced earlier?
¢ Are commitments being honored?
® Are people developing over time?

Without measurement, leaders are left with anecdotes rather than insight.
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Core Effectiveness Measures

The following measures provide sufficient visibility without overcomplication.

Attendance and consistency

® Percentage of scheduled one-to-ones that actually occur

e Patterns of repeated cancellations or reschedules
Action completion

® Percentage of actions completed by the agreed date
® Recurring carryover items

Meeting usefulness

® Periodic usefulness rating (simple 1-5 scale)
¢ Trends over time rather than single data points

Development coverage

¢ Evidence that development topics are discussed regularly
® Active stretch assignments or growth goals

These measures should be reviewed as patterns, not used punitively.

www.capacity-building.com

Capacity Building © Capacity Building Solutions, Inc. 39
n a Solutions



http://www.capacity-building.com/

Using Feedback to Improve Meetings

Leaders should normalize feedback on the meetings themselves.

Guidelines:

® Ask for feedback periodically, not every meeting
e Treat low scores or concerns as improvement signals
e Adjust structure, preparation, or focus as needed

A willingness to improve the meeting reinforces trust and shared ownership.

Avoiding Measurement Overload

Measurement should support leadership, not replace it.

Avoid:

¢ Excessive reporting requirements
e Complex scoring systems
¢ Using metrics as a substitute for judgment

If measurement feels heavy or performative, it is likely being misused.

Leadership Review and Accountability
Senior leaders are responsible for inspecting the system, not individual conversations.

Expectations:

® Review patterns and trends
® Identify where standards are not being met

¢ Coach managers on improvement
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® Reinforce that one-to-ones are core leadership work

Accountability should be supportive and corrective, not punitive.

Continuous Improvement Mindset

Effective one-to-ones evolve.

Leaders should periodically ask:

® Are we focusing on the right topics?
® Are we removing real obstacles?
e Are people growing?

® Are we addressing issues early?

Small adjustments made consistently produce meaningful improvement over time.
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DOCUMENTATION, CONFIDENTIALITY, AND
PROFESSIONAL BOUNDARIES

One-to-ones require trust. Trust depends on clarity about what is documented, what is
shared, and what remains confidential. This section defines appropriate documentation
practices and professional boundaries so one-to-ones remain safe, useful, and credible.

| @ Purpose of Documentation

Documentation exists to support clarity, continuity, and accountability—not
surveillance.

Used well, notes:

® Prevent misunderstandings
® Preserve context over time
¢ Reinforce commitments
Support development conversations

Used poorly, documentation erodes trust and discourages candor.
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@..2| What Should Be Documented

& Leaders should document:
® Key decisions and agreements
e Action items with owners and dates
¢ Coaching themes or patterns n- Development goals or stretch assignments
Documentation should reflect substance, not verbatim dialogue.
,@J> 1| What Should Not Be Documented

Leaders should avoid documenting:

¢ Emotional reactions in raw form

¢ Speculation about intent or motivation
¢ Sensitive personal details

® Venting or informal remarks

If a note would embarrass the employee if read later, it likely does not belong in
written form.
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Sharing Notes and Transparency

=,

Notes should be shared with the employee whenever possible.

Guidelines:

® Share summaries within 24 hours
® Ensure accuracy and clarity

® Invite correction if something is misrepresented

Shared notes reinforce alignment and reduce later disagreement.

Confidentiality Boundaries
) g

Leaders should be clear about confidentiality.

General principles:

® One-to-ones are private, not secret
¢ Themes may be shared upward without attribution

e Certain issues (safety, legal, ethical) cannot remain confidential

Setting expectations up front prevents misunderstandings later.

Handling Sensitive Topics
When sensitive topics arise:

® Acknowledge the issue respectfully
e Clarify what must be shared and why

e Involve appropriate resources when required

Transparency builds trust, even when limits exist.
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f% Professional Boundaries

Leaders must maintain professional boundaries while remaining human.

Guidelines:

¢ Do not use one-to-ones for emotional unloading
¢ Avoid creating dependency

o Refer issues beyond your role appropriately

Boundaries protect both the leader and the employee.

Leader Accountability

Leaders are accountable for documenting responsibly, protecting confidentiality, and
maintaining boundaries.

Handled well, documentation strengthens one-to-ones. Handled poorly, it undermines
them.
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TECHNOLOGY, TOOLS, AND PRACTICAL
ENABLEMENT

Technology should support one-to-ones, not replace leadership judgment or human
connection. This section defines how tools should be used to enable preparation, follow-
through, and continuity—without turning one-to-ones into an administrative exercise.

@ Principles for Using Tools in One-to-Ones
Before selecting or expanding tools, leaders should be clear on first principles.

Effective use of technology in one-to-ones follows these guidelines:

0> Tools exist to reduce friction, not add it
¢ Technology should support preparation and follow-through
¢ No tool replaces presence, listening, or judgment

® Simpler systems are usually better

When tools become the focus of the meeting, the meeting loses its purpose.
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2 Appropriate Uses of Technology
By
Used well, tools can strengthen one-to-ones.

Appropriate uses include:

® Shared agenda documents

¢ Action and commitment tracking
e Pattern visibility over time

® Light reminders for follow-through
® Secure note storage

The goal is continuity and clarity—not control.

@@g Common Misuses of Technology
Technology undermines one-to-ones when:
® Leaders focus on screens instead of the person
® Tools are used to monitor rather than support
¢ Notes become overly detailed or performative
® Systems are introduced without clear purpose

If the tool changes behavior in the wrong direction, the tool is the problem.
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%| Selecting and Introducing Tools

~ " When introducing or changing tools, leaders should:
¢ Start with the simplest option that meets the need
® Be explicit about what the tool is for—and what it is not
e Train briefly and practically

® Adjust based on feedback

Tools should be easy enough that they do not require constant explanation.

Remote and Hybrid Considerations

5
In remote or hybrid environments, tools become more important—but also more
dangerous.
Guidelines:
® Prioritize video when possible
® Avoid multitasking during virtual one-to-ones
e Use shared agendas to maintain focus

® Be explicit about expectations

Distance increases the need for clarity, not formality.

Leader Accountability

Leaders are accountable for ensuring that tools serve the meeting, not the other way
around.

If a tool creates friction, distraction, or distrust, it should be reconsidered.
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COMMON FAILURE MODES, RESET TRIGGERS,
AND COURSE CORRECTION

Even well-intended one-to-ones drift over time. This section identifies common failure
modes, how to recognize them early, and how leaders should reset the practice before
trust and effectiveness erode.

Why One-to-Ones Drift

Drift rarely happens because leaders stop caring. It happens because of competing
priorities, calendar pressure, avoidance of discomfort, or gradual erosion of standards.

Without periodic correction, even strong systems degrade.

Common Failure Modes

One-to-ones become status updates

¢ Agendas focus on activity reporting
® Little time spent on blockers or decisions

e Development conversations disappear
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One-to-ones are frequently cancelled or rushed

® Meetings are moved or shortened repeatedly
® Leaders multitask during conversations

¢ Employees stop preparing

Difficult topics are avoided

¢ Feedback is delayed or softened

e Patterns are ignored

o Issues surface later in formal processes

Meetings feel performative

® Notes are written for appearance rather than usefulness
® Metrics are tracked without improvement

¢ Conversations feel scripted

Reset Triggers
The following signals should prompt a reset:

® Repeated low usefulness ratings

® Declining preparation quality

® Persistent action carryover

® Avoidance of development or feedback topics

¢ Decreased engagement or candor

Ignoring these signals allows problems to compound.
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How to Reset One-to-Ones
Effective resets are direct and collaborative.

Guidelines:

¢ Name what is not working

® Revisit the purpose of the meeting

¢ Reaffirm non-negotiable standards
® Adjust cadence or structure if needed

® Ask for specific feedback

A reset conversation should reduce pressure, not increase it.

Reset Conversation Example

“Let's pause for a minute. These meetings aren’t doing what they should, and that’s on
me. | want to reset so this time is actually useful. What's missing right now?”

Owning the reset reinforces trust and accountability.

Leader Accountability

Leaders are accountable for recognizing drift and correcting it.

Abandoning one-to-ones is not a solution. Resetting them is.
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COMPLEX SCENARIOS AND PRACTICAL
APPLICATION

This section closes the gap between principle and practice. One-to-ones are ultimately
tested in real situations—under pressure, emotion, ambiguity, and competing priorities.
The scenarios below reflect predictable leadership moments, not edge cases.

Leaders who address these situations early and directly inside one-to-ones prevent
escalation. Leaders who avoid them almost always face the same issues later in more
formal, costly, and emotionally charged ways.

Scenario 1 — Strong Performer, Damaging Behavior

Situation

An employee consistently delivers strong results but exhibits behavior that undermines
trust, creates friction, or negatively impacts the team.

Common leader mistakes

¢ Avoiding the conversation because results are strong
® Rationalizing behavior as personality or intensity

¢ Waiting until complaints escalate
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Effective one-to-one approach

® Separate results from behavior
¢ Be specific and factual
® Make it clear that results do not excuse harm

Example language

“Your results are strong, and that matters. At the same time, the way you handled that
situation created friction for the team. We need both results and trust. This behavior

has to change.”

Scenario 2 — High Effort, Inconsistent Results

Situation

An employee is working hard but continues to miss expectations.

Common leader mistakes

® Praising effort while ignoring outcomes

® Assuming time will resolve the issue

¢ Avoiding specificity

Effective one-to-one approach

o Acknowledge effort without excusing results

¢ Diagnose whether the gap is skill, clarity, judgment, or prioritization
o Define targeted next steps

Example language

“I see the effort you're putting in. Effort matters, but we also need consistent results.
Let's get clear on what's getting in the way.”
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Scenario 3 — Promotion Pressure Without Readiness

Situation

An employee is pushing for promotion but does not yet demonstrate readiness.

Common leader mistakes Effective one-to-one approach

¢ Offering vague encouragement ® Separate aspiration from readiness

¢ Avoiding naming gaps ¢ Be specific about gaps

® Letting frustration build ¢ Define evidence required for advancement

Example language

“I respect your ambition. Right now, there are specific gaps we need to close before
the next step. Let's be very clear about what readiness looks like."

Scenario 4 — Burnout Risk in a High Performer

Situation

A previously strong performer shows signs of exhaustion, declining judgment, or
disengagement.

Common leader mistakes Effective one-to-one approach

® Ignoring early signals because results ¢ Name observed changes
are acceptable

° ® Assess sustainability honestly
Assuming the issue is temporary

o ® Reset priorities or workload
Encouraging the person to push
through

Example language

“I've noticed a shift in your energy and focus. I'm concerned about sustainability. Let's
look at what needs to change so this doesn't become a bigger issue.”
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Scenario 5 — Pleasant Meetings, Avoided Issues

Situation

One-to-ones feel comfortable and cordial, but important issues are
not being addressed.

Common leader mistakes Effective one-to-one approach

® Mistaking comfort for effectiveness ® Name the pattern directly

¢ Avoiding discomfort to preserve ® Reassert the purpose of the meeting
rapport

® Invite candor explicitly

Example language

“These meetings feel fine, but I'm concerned we're avoiding harder topics. What are
we not talking about that we should be?”

Scenario 6 — Defensive or Emotional Reactions to Feedback

Situation

An employee becomes defensive, dismissive, or emotional when
feedback is offered.

Common leader mistakes Effective one-to-one approach
© Backing off prematurely ® Slow the conversation

® Arguing facts in the moment e Separate intent from impact
¢ Matching emotion with emotion ® Focus on future behavior

Example language

“I'm not questioning your intent. | want us to focus on the impact and what we do
differently going forward.”
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Scenario 7 — Repeated Commitments Without Follow-Through

Situation

Actions are repeatedly agreed upon but not completed.

Common leader mistakes Effective one-to-one approach

® Accepting explanations repeatedly ¢ Surface obstacles or misalignment

® Resetting expectations without ¢ Clarify ownership and standards
consequence

® Escalate if the pattern continues

Example language

“We've committed to this several times. Help me understand what'’s preventing follow-
through.”

Scenario 8 — Inappropriate Confidential Disclosure

Situation

An employee shares information that cannot remain confidential.

Common leader mistakes Effective one-to-one approach

¢ Promising confidentiality they ¢ Acknowledge the disclosure

cannot keep
¢ Clarify confidentiality limits immediately

® Delaying clarity
e Explain next steps

Example language
“I appreciate you trusting me with this. | need to be clear about what I'm required to

do next.”
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Scenario 9 — Leader Avoiding Hard Conversations

Situation

A leader recognizes they have been avoiding difficult topics in one-to-ones.
Effective reset approach

¢ Own the avoidance explicitly
® Reset expectations

® Recommit to candor and standards

Example language

“I haven't addressed some things | should have. That's on me. Let's reset and deal
with them directly.”

Using These Scenarios

Leaders should use these scenarios proactively:

® To rehearse difficult conversations
¢ To train new managers
¢ To calibrate judgment across leadership teams

Prepared leaders are calmer, clearer, and more effective when real moments arise.
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APPENDICES AND PRACTICALTOOLS

These appendices are not reference material. They are execution tools. Their job is to
make one-to-ones easier to run well, easier to coach, and easier to correct when they drift.

Leaders should use them actively, not admire them passively.

APPENDIX A — ONE-TO-ONE HEALTH CHECK

(Expanded for interpretation and coaching use)

This diagnostic helps leaders and coaches assess whether one-to-ones are delivering real
value. It should be used periodically, not continuously.

Employee Rating (1-5: Strongly Disagree — Strongly Agree)
My one-to-ones happen consistently as scheduled

| feel prepared for my one-to-ones

My manager comes prepared

We focus on issues that matter, not just status updates
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| feel comfortable raising concerns or mistakes

Blockers are addressed in a timely way

-~ >

Feedback is clear and specific

Development and growth are discussed regularly

Commitments made in one-to-ones are followed through

—
(=]

| leave most one-to-ones with clarity on next steps

—_
-

My one-to-ones help me do my job better

Jy
N

Overall, my one-to-ones are a good use of time

How to Interpret Results

® 4-5range:
The system is working. Look for small improvements, not overhaul.

® Consistent 3s:
This signals drift. The meeting exists, but its value is eroding. A reset conversation is
appropriate.

® 1-2range:
This indicates a breakdown in trust, structure, or follow-through. Immediate attention
is required.

Do not overreact to a single score. Look for patterns across questions and time.

Coaching Guidance for Leaders
When scores are low, start with curiosity:

® “What would make this meeting more useful?”
® “What feels missing right now?”

® “Where am | not helping enough?”

Low scores are not failures — they are early warnings. Ignoring them creates bigger
problems later.
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APPENDIX B — PERFORMANCE DIAGNOSTIC CHECKLIST

(Expanded for judgment and escalation clarity)

Use this checklist before escalating performance issues. Its purpose is to ensure leaders
diagnose correctly before prescribing solutions.

Step1 (O Clarify the Issue

® s the expectation clear and documented?
® Has the expectation been stated explicitly?

® Istheissue:

e Results?
e Behavior?

e Judgment?

Unclear expectations create false performance problems.

Step2 (O Diagnose the Likely Cause

If the issue is clarity:

® Re-state expectations
¢ Confirm understanding
® Agree on success criteria

If the issue is skill:

o Identify the specific skill gap

® Provide coaching or training

¢ Use a short, defined improvement window
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If the issue is judgment:

® Review decision patterns
® Explore assumptions and trade-offs
® Increase coaching frequency

If the issue is effort without progress:

¢ Examine prioritization
® Assess role fit

¢ Address directly and honestly

Step3 () Leader Self-Check

Before escalating, ask yourself:

¢ Have | addressed this early?

¢ Have | been specific?

¢ Have | followed through on my commitments?
¢ Have | avoided discomfort?

Many performance issues worsen because leaders delay clarity.

Step4 (O When to Escalate

Escalation is appropriate when:

e The same issue persists after coaching
¢ Commitments are repeatedly missed
¢ The impact affects team performance, safety, or trust

Escalation should never be a surprise. One-to-ones should create a
visible trail of feedback, support, and expectations.
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APPENDIX C — LEADER ROUNDING SCRIPT

(Intentionally simple and fast — do not expand)

® “What's working well that | should protect?”

® “What's getting in the way of doing your best work?”

® “What would make the biggest difference over the next two weeks?”
® “Is there anything you're hesitant to raise that we should talk about?”

Rounding is about listening, not fixing.

APPENDIX D — CRISIS CARD

(Kept tight by design)

Capture Communicate

¢ What happened? ® Confidentiality limits
® When? ® Next steps

® Who is affected? Commit

® Actions

Clarify

e Safety, legal, or ethical risk? ® Owner

¢ What must be escalated? ® Timing
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APPENDIX E — ONE-TO-ONE CHEAT SHEET

(Expanded for judgment and escalation clarity)

Use this checklist before escalating performance issues. Its purpose is to ensure leaders
diagnose correctly before prescribing solutions.

Page1 (O Manager Standard (Operational)

Non-negotiables

® Protected time

¢ Employee-led agenda

® Preparation on both sides

® Actions with owners and dates

30-Minute Structure
¢ Check-in (3)

® Wins / priorities (7)

® Blockers / decisions (12)
® Development (5)

® Actions / usefulness (3)

Reset Question

® “How useful was this meeting, really?”
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Page2 (O Coach /Chair Companion

Common Derailers

¢ Turning 1:1s into status meetings
¢ Avoiding discomfort

¢ Over-talking as the leader

® Cancelling without rescheduling

Red Flags
¢ Empty agendas

0> Repeated action carryover
® No development discussion
°> Polite but shallow conversations

Reset Language

® “This isn't doing what it should — that's on me.”
°> “What would make this more useful?”

¢ “What are we not talking about?”

This page is designed for coaching conversations, not managers.

USING THE APPENDICES

These tools work best when:

® Leaders model their use
¢ Managers are trained against them
® They are revisited periodically

® Judgment is preserved

Tools don't create leadership.
Leaders using tools well do.
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SOURCES, ATTRIBUTION, AND CLOSING

(Final — With Original Sources Integrated)

This document reflects applied leadership practice built through executive coaching, peer
advisory work, and direct observation of what consistently works—and fails—inside
organizations.

While the structure and tools in this document are original in form, they are informed by
both external research and internal best-practice material referenced in the original
Version 3.0 document. The purpose of this section is transparency, credibility, and
continuity.

Primary Sources from the Original Document

The following sources were explicitly referenced in the original attachment and directly
informed the structure and intent of this document:

Books and External Reading

Steven Rogelberg — Glad We Met: The Art and Science of 1:1 Meetings

Foundational research on the effectiveness of one-to-ones, meeting design, and manager
behaviors that increase engagement and performance.
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David L. Schreiner — Be the Best Part of Their Day

Practical guidance on leadership presence, manager mindset, and making everyday
interactions meaningful.

Don & Sheryl Grimme — The New Manager's Tool Kit

Tactical frameworks for first-line managers, including communication, feedback, and
accountability fundamentals.

Kim Scott — Radical Candor

Clear articulation of direct, respectful feedback and the cost of avoiding difficult
conversations.

Julie Zhuo — The Making of a Manager

Modern management guidance focused on clarity, growth, and the transition from
individual contributor to leader.

So You're Going to Manage People (Management workbook / practical guide)

Applied management techniques focused on execution, expectations, and follow-through.

Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, Al Switzler — Crucial Conversations

Tools for navigating high-stakes, emotionally charged conversations with clarity and
respect.

Harvard Business Review — Make the Most of Your One-on-One Meetings

Research-based recommendations on structuring and sustaining effective one-to-one
conversations.
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Internal Documents and Practice-Based Sources

The document also builds directly on internal leadership and coaching materials
referenced in the original attachment, including:

¢ Coaching session summaries and internal coaching notes
® Best-practice discussion memos

® Issue-processing training modules

® Triad agenda templates and facilitation guidance

® Scenario libraries developed through peer advisory work

These materials reflect lived experience across leadership teams and were intentionally
preserved in spirit while being rewritten for clarity, consistency, and broader applicability.

Broader Leadership and Management Foundations

In addition to the original sources, the document aligns with established leadership
thinking, including:

¢ Andy Grove — High Output Management (one-to-ones as management
infrastructure)

® Peter Drucker — The Effective Executive (time, responsibility, and clarity)

© Amy Edmondson — The Fearless Organization (psychological safety)

® Patrick Lencioni — The Five Dysfunctions of a Team (trust and accountability)
¢ Sir John Whitmore — Coaching for Performance (ownership through questions)

These influences reinforce—not replace—the original material.
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Attribution and Use

This document is designed to be shared and used.

It may be used:

® With leadership teams

® In Vistage groups

® In coaching and advisory relationships
® As an internal leadership standard

Leaders may adapt language to their context, but adaptations should preserve discipline,
clarity, and accountability, not dilute them.

Final Word

Strong leadership is built through consistent,
disciplined conversations over time.

One-to-ones are where:

e Trust is built

¢ Problems surface early
¢ Judgment is developed
® Expectations are clarified

¢ People grow

This document exists to support that work.
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