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Holding a Development Discussion: A Practical Guide for Line Managers
Holding a development discussion with members of your team means more than just having a quick conversation before sending them off on a formal training course. For the development process to be effective significant thought and planning is required by both you and your team members. This article outlines the steps that should be taken before, during and after a development discussion, and provides tools to help you at each stage.
Two Points to Remember
1. The stages below are for a discussion between you and an individual member of your team. These meetings should always be held on a one-to-one basis so that the person involved can be as open and candid as possible. 

2. Please bear in mind that a development discussion meeting is not the same as a performance review meeting. Although there is likely to be crossover between the two, the purpose of this conversation is not to discuss how the individual has performed and to set performance objectives going forward. Instead, the focus should be on establishing how the individual would like to develop, their career aspirations, what development activities are feasible, and to put plans in place to arrange these. 

Before the Discussion
1. Book a time and a quiet space away from the workplace for the discussion to be held. Give the individual involved plenty of notice of the date so that they can undertake preparation work of their own. 

2. Ensure your team member is clear on the objectives of the discussion, and understands the importance of development. If you are planning on holding a round of development meetings with your whole team, it makes sense to get them together to have an informal group conversation. Be sure to highlight these positive benefits:

· the acquisition of new skills, abilities and knowledge 

· the opportunity to maximise potential 

· adding value to the organisation 

· achieving career aims and objectives 

· remaining motivated and focused 

3. You need to give your team member time to formulate their own development ideas. You can prompt this by asking them to consider:

· the skills and knowledge they currently have that they would like to develop further 

· new skills and knowledge that they would like to acquire 

· the value that they feel they could add to your team/organisation and what steps need to be taken to achieve this 

· where they see themselves in the organisation and how they would like to develop within it 

· their overall career aspirations 

· how they like to learn, and to reflect upon how successful or unsuccessful their previous learning activities were 

We have provided a template that you can give to your team member in advance of the discussion. This template asks them to consider the above questions and to record their own development ideas. It is not necessary for them to complete this before every development meeting. The first time it is completed it should be filled in comprehensively. After that, it might only be necessary to complete a revised version, with a thorough review occurring on a yearly basis.

4. Similar to the above, you should carry out your own assessment of your team member’s development needs. This should involve considering:

· the talents you think they possess that could add value to both your team and to the organisation 

· the development areas that they have previously expressed interest in and whether you think these are feasible 

· the development areas that you personally think they should be considering 

· possible development activities or opportunities that you would like to see on their personal development plan (you may need to consult your learning and development division, or department manager, to discuss the options that are available to you) 

This template will help you to complete this analysis. It is anticipated that you will not complete this in one sitting, but will revisit over a period of time. As with the team member self-analysis, it will not be necessary to complete a new template before every discussion – revisiting this one, with a thorough review on a yearly basis, should be sufficient.

During the Discussion
1. Make sure that you have all of the documents that you want to refer to during the meeting. If, for example, you gave the self-analysis template out for completion, do you want to have your own copy of this in advance, or are you happy for your team member to relay their ideas to you during the meeting? Other examples of documents you may wish to bring along with you include a record of the learning and development opportunities offered by your organisation, or a copy of your department’s business objectives.

2. Start the meeting by asking them to give you their own ideas on their development. If you immediately launch into your own, it will give the impression that you have already decided what is going to happen. 

3. As you discuss their development ideas and aspirations, remember you’re trying to establish their reasons why they want to focus on this area, but also to evaluate if you think it’s possible or suitable. 

4. Respect each development request made, even if you think it is unrealistic. Sometimes people are not quite sure what is possible and make suggestions without giving them much thought. If you feel that a request is not suitable, give reasons for this, while remaining encouraging. You should, for example, suggest an alternate focus. It is at this point that you might start to refer to your own analysis (e.g. the template above, if you have completed it) and offer up your own ideas.

5. You should discuss how the individual likes to learn. Do they, for example, prefer to study and then apply their knowledge? Or are they the type of person who learns by getting on with a task? 

The key thing is to think beyond formal training courses. They are a very valid form of development but are not appropriate for every occasion. For instance, if your team member expresses an interest in project working, you do not need to send them on a project management course when there are other alternatives (e.g. taking a small role on an internal project, or spending time with a project manager).

The list below will give you some ideas for development activities. They are not suitable for everyone or every occasion – you would need to think through if the intended skill lends itself to the method, e.g. reading a book on sales is no replacement for role-playing sales techniques. However, they highlight some of the possibilities that you can investigate. 
· On-the job training. Where learning is achieved through performing new tasks and activities, normally under the supervision of an experienced colleague.
· Job-shadowing. This involves spending time with another member of staff to learn about their role and what it involves. 

· Delegation. Where individuals are given the responsibility for delivering a task or output. Depending on the activity that is delegated, this can be an excellent way to develop planning, decision-making, problem-solving and leadership skills. 
· Reading materials (e.g. books, journals). Reading about a subject matter is often the best way of finding out about it, but this is probably not suitable for more practical subjects.
· E-learning. Many topics can now be studied online, which offers convenience as the resources are normally available 24/7. In a similar vein, distance learning means that study materials are sent directly to the learner and, depending on the course selected, can often be studied at their own pace.
· Coaching. A form of one-to-one support aimed at developing a person’s skills and knowledge so that their job performance improves.
· Mentoring. Similar to coaching, but takes a longer-term approach to facilitating personal and career development. 
· Secondments to other departments. Involves sending individuals to different areas of the organisation for a period of time to perform a job role relevant to that department. Gives them the opportunity to learn how other departments work, and to acquire skills and knowledge they wouldn’t get from working in your team.
· Project working. Gives individuals the opportunity to work with other departments on defined objectives and outcomes. Can encourage learning about other aspects of the organisation, and develop skills such as planning, strategy, communication and team working.
· Blended learning. When the focus is not just on one development activity, but on a variety, e.g. a mix of different activities are used to develop skills and abilities. This can cater for different learning styles and circumstances, and can prevent the learning process from becoming stagnant.
5. As you discuss the potential options, you should start to form a development plan. Your organisation may have its own development plan format, but we have provided a template that can be used. This plan should be used to record:

· the activity - a short description of the learning activity that will be undertaken 

· the purpose of the activity - the aim of the activity, and the value it will bring 

· target date - the date the activity should be completed by 

· learning applied - details of the learning being used in the workplace, or in another appropriate circumstance 

· further action - any follow-up activity that has been identified (this may become its own entry on the development plan) 

6. A development plan should be treated as a ‘live’ document that is regularly referred to and updated. If one activity (or batch of activities) on the plan has been completed, this doesn’t mean that development should stop. It is an ongoing process, and activities could be considered as one part of a bigger picture. For example, in the project management scenario outlined above, once your team member spends time with a project manager, the next step might be to take an active role in a small project, followed by a project management course, and then a more significant role in a project. 

7. Document the activities that you know are definitely possible on the action plan. Some may require further investigation on either your own or your team member’s part to see if they are feasible. For example, you could decide that an e-learning course is the best method of development, but you may need to find out if one is available, or if the cost is within budget.

8. At the end of the meeting, review what has been put onto the development plan, and agree it with your team member. Run through the follow-up actions that you have agreed you will both undertake after the meeting has finished. 

After the Meeting
1. Start to progress your own action points from the discussion, e.g. discuss job-shadowing with a suitable party, consider appropriate tasks to delegate etc. Keep your team member informed about your progress, and ask them how they are doing with their own actions. To help you keep track of action points, we have provided you with a template, which both you and your team member can use.

2. Arrange for the development activities to take place. Be sure to ask the individual how things are progressing – it will give them encouragement, and can also alert you to things that may not be going well. If the latter is the case, establish what the issue is and see what can be done to resolve it. It is entirely possible that the wrong development activity has been selected, and this will need to be reviewed before your team member loses heart or starts to question their ability. 

3. Once complete, evaluate how the development activity has gone. Ensure that the person gets the chance to apply their new skills appropriately. Through doing this, you may uncover further development areas or establish that the activity wasn’t quite right. These findings could form the basis of subsequent development activities, but these should be discussed before being actioned.

4. Encourage your team member to keep taking an active role in their development. This could involve ensuring their development plan is kept up to date, or to come to you with ideas for their development. Remember, as their manager you are in a key position to encourage, support and advise as needed. 
Template: Development Self-Analysis Form

When holding a development discussion with a member of your team, it is important that you get to hear their own ideas and interests. This template provides a method for them to think through and record their development suggestions and comments prior to the meeting.

How to Complete This Template
1. Give this template to each team member who you are planning to hold a development discussion with. It should be issued in advance of the meeting so that they can think through their answers. At least one week prior to the discussion is suggested. (Note: it is not necessary for for a team member to complete a fresh analysis form every time you undertake a development discussion. Once this form has been completed once, it should be reviewed for regular discussion, with a thorough revision of it taking place on a yearly basis.)

2. Depending on how you want to run the discussion, you can ask team members to return a copy of the template to you in advance of the meeting so that you can look over it. Alternatively, they can talk through their ideas with you at the discussion. 

3. Regardless of the above, you should:

· Respect their ideas and suggestions. If you do not feel that their comments are realistic, then offer alternate suggestions. (It is important that you undertake your own analysis and bring this along to the meeting.) 

· Remember you are part of the development process. You are trying to encourage them to develop, but in a way that will bring benefits to them, your team and/or the organisation. You may have to help them to turn vague ideas into clear development objectives. 

· Don’t force your own ideas on team members. If you genuinely feel that that your suggestions are valid, you still need to listen to any objections they may have. For example, if they explain that they don’t like reading, don’t offer books as the only development option. Use the opportunity to get to know your team member and what their thoughts are. 

· Think beyond the here and now. If they want to discuss long-term career objectives, take the time to go through these with them. If they have an overall goal, and you think this is achievable, you could break this down into development activities that build up over a period of time so that they are working towards this. This will keep them engaged and motivated.

Development Self-Analysis Form

Introduction

This organisation is committed to developing its people. To help with this, we want to hear your ideas about how you would like to develop, your preferred way of learning, and what your aspirations are. 

The answers you give on this self-analysis form will be used to form the basis of a development discussion with your manager. Do not feel that you have to complete this form in one sitting – it is important that you give each of the answers due consideration, which may mean setting it aside and coming back to it at a later time. 

If you have any questions or queries, please discuss these with your manager. 

Part 1

Your Details

	Name:
	

	Date:
	

	Current Position:
	


Part 2

Your Current Skills and Knowledge

	1.
	In relation to your role and this organisation, what skills and knowledge do you feel you currently have?



	2.
	Of these, which are you interested in developing further? 

 

	3.
	Please detail why these are the areas that you are interested in developing (e.g. you feel you have more potential there, it would be challenging, could add value to your team etc.).



	4.
	Are there any particular talents or abilities that you feel you currently have that you are not given the chance to use? If yes, how do you think they could add value to the organisation?




Part 3

Your Interests and Career Aspirations

	1.
	Are there are any areas outwith your current skills/knowledge set that you are interested in developing?



	2.
	Why are you particularly interested in these areas? 

 

	3.
	Ideally, how would you like to develop in these areas (e.g. attend a course, spend time in another department etc.).



	4.
	By acquiring skills in these areas, what value do you think you will add to your team or the organisation?



	5.
	Ideally, where do you see yourself in this organisation, and how would you like to develop within it?



	6.
	Please outline what your overall career ambitions are. (You can think beyond this organisation, if appropriate.)




Part 4 

How You Like to Learn

Please answer the following questions using the scale below

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Strongly disagree
	Disagree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Agree
	Strongly agree


	I like to learn by …
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1.
	going on intensive formal training courses
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	2.
	attending short training courses
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	3.
	applying myself practically to a task 
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	4.
	reading about something before trying it out
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	5.
	observing someone else performing a task
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	6.
	being given responsibility to do something new
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	7.
	reading about something online
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	8.
	having someone there to guide and advise me
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	9.
	a mixture of methods
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(

	10.
	Please provide details about a development activity that you took part in that you really enjoyed. Why was it a positive experience for you?



	11.
	Please provide details about a development activity that you took part in that you did not enjoy. Why was it a negative experience for you?




Part 5

General Comments

Please provide any general comments that you would like to make about your own development.

Thank you for taking the time to complete this form.

Please return it to your manager.

Template: Team Member Development Analysis Form

This template provides a means for you to record your development ideas for a member of your team. It should be completed before you conduct a development discussion with them. 

How to Complete This Template
· Complete one template for each team member that you are holding a development discussion with. (Note: it is not necessary for you to complete a fresh analysis form every time you undertake a development discussion. Once this form has been completed, it should be reviewed for regular discussions, with a thorough revision of it taking place on a yearly basis.)

· You may not be able to complete this template in one sitting. It is important that you think it through carefully, so it is perfectly acceptable to come back to it at a later time. 

· Begin by writing your team member’s personal details at the top of template. Then work through each of the following sections:

4. Note down the talents, skills and abilities you feel your team member can bring to the organisation. You’re not focussing on what they currently add, but on their potential. This could be an area that they are skilled in but there is scope for further development, or a talent that you have observed in them. 

5. Next, detail the development areas that your team member has expressed an interest in. This could have been during a performance review meeting or as part of an informal conversation. Consider if you think this is a suitable development opportunity for them, and tick ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to confirm your decision. Note down why you’ve reached this decision (e.g. you don’t see them as a good fit for the skill, or your organisation isn’t the environment for that particular skill etc.) in the ‘Comments’ box.

6. Further to this, detail the areas that you personally think the person is ideal for, and comment on why you think this. If you can think of no further development areas other than those highlighted by your team member, you can move on to the next section.

7. Finally, note the activities that you would like to see on this person’s personal development plan. This may involve some additional enquiries on your part (e.g. speaking to the learning and development department to see what options are available). Record the skill you would like to see them attain (e.g. budgeting techniques); the method that you suggest they use to attain this (e.g. spending time in the finance department); and the action that is required to be taken to arrange it (e.g. contact finance department manager to arrange dates and details).    

Team Member Development Analysis Form

	Team Member Name:
	

	Current Position:
	

	Date:
	


	1. What talents, skills and abilities do you think your team member has that could add value to this organisation?

	


	2. What development areas has your team member expressed an interest in?

	Area
	Yes
	No
	Comments

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


	3. What development areas do you think your team member would be ideal for?

	Area
	Comments

	
	

	
	

	
	


	4. What activities do you think should be on your team member’s development plan?

	Skill to be Acquired
	Method
	Action

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Template: Personal Development Plan

A personal development plan is a means for your team members to record learning and development activities that they plan to undertake. This template provides a blank personal plan that can be used during and after a development discussion.

How to Complete This Template

8. Take a blank copy of the template along with you when you are holding a development discussion with a member of your team.

9. Talk through with them the purpose of a personal development plan, and explain that it is a ‘live’ document that should be referred and added to as time progresses.

10. During the discussion, explain that it should be completed as follows: 

· Activity. Record what the development activity is, e.g. attending a marketing conference.

· Purpose of Activity. This should outline the overall aim of the activity, and the value it will bring, e.g. to learn about new marketing techniques that can be applied to our product launches.

· Target Date. This is the date that your team member should aim to have completed the learning activity. It needs to be a realistic date, and achieving this shouldn’t put the individual under any undue pressure.

· Learning Applied. Details of how the learning was actually used in the workplace, or other appropriate circumstances, should be noted here, e.g. ‘used technique to help launch new line of savings products’.

· Further Action. You and your team member should reflect on the success of the activity, and decide if follow-up development or activity is necessary, e.g. ‘product launch was successful and I feel confident that I could now run a marketing project’; or ‘practical application of techniques revealed numerous knowledge gaps – I would like to go on a course to bridge these’. Details noted here may form the basis of a separate entry on the plan, e.g. the course noted above. 

11. The intention is not to complete all five sections in one sitting. It may only be possible to complete the first two (‘Activity’ and ‘Purpose of activity’) during the course of the initial discussion. The last two sections (‘Learning applied’ and ‘Further action’) can only be completed after the development activity has been undertaken.

12. Do not feel that you have to add activities to the plan just for the sake of having something on there. For development to be successful, it must play to the talents and strengths of your team member, and should add value. If your initial development discussion does not produce any worthwhile ideas, agree with your team member that you will each give some more thought to what could be appropriate and agree to meet again at a later date.

13. Remember that the plan is a working document and should be revisited regularly to update entries and to include new ones. 

14. The plan should be brought along to subsequent development discussions and talked about in detail. 

Personal Development Plan

	Name:
	Position:

	Department:
	Line Manager:


	Activity
	Purpose of Activity
	Target Date
	Learning Applied
	Further Action

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Template: Development Discussion Follow-Up Actions

During a development discussion with a member of your team, it is likely that the conversation will generate some action points for you both. This template helps you keep a record of these and monitor their progress.

How to Complete This Template

15. At the end of a development discussion, review the list of actions that you have agreed with your team member. If you both have actions to progress, you will need one copy each of this template. 

16. Note details of what needs to be done in the ‘Action required’ column, e.g. to discuss secondment to sales department with team leader.

17. In ‘Reason for action’, record why this is a necessary action point, e.g. ‘John is interested in developing sales skills’.  

18. Record when you aim to have performed this action in the ‘Target date’ field.

19. Place a tick in the corresponding box when the action is completed. 

20. If further actions result, please note these in the ‘Further activity’ section, e.g. ‘Sales are busy working to a project deadline until March, they advised coming back to them again after this has passed’.

Remember to keep your team member updated with your progress. Similarly, if they have their own actions, ask them how they are getting on.

Development Discussion Follow-Up Actions

Team Member: ____________________________________________________________ 
Date: ____________________
	Action Point
	Reason for Action
	Target Date
	(
	Follow-Up Activity
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