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INTRODUCTION

In 1985 | began working in the field of therapeutic residential care for young people children
who had suffered trauma and other adversities. These traumas and adversities had a major
effect on their development. This is sometimes referred to as developmental trauma (Van der
Kolk, 2005). Our task was to care for and through a therapeutic approach enable young people
to recover from their adversities and resume healthy development. The work we were involved
in was complex, challenging, and sometimes extremely difficult to understand. It was emotional
as well as intellectually demanding work. | soon experienced the vital processes that provide
support, learning, and development opportunities for the staff.

This article aims to discuss the general value of a 1-1 meeting process between a manager and
their direct reports. Typically, this process in my field of work is called supervision. That is a
common term in the UK and Ireland and some other countries and professions. However, | have
found that in the USA the term 1-1 is often used to mean a similar thing. | found this a little
unusual, to begin with. It sounded a bit informal like a catch-up, but | have found that the
purpose and task are usually clear.

The use of the term 1-1 has made me wonder about the word supervision and whether it is
always helpful or not. Does it set the right tone for the process? The same word is also used for
‘watching over’ children, i.e. parental supervision. Once when a new person was joining my
team, | explained that | would have a supervision meeting with her every few weeks. She
seemed surprised so | asked her what she felt about it. She said that she was offended and
didn’t expect me to think she didn’t know how to do her job. She was not familiar with
scheduled 1-1 meetings, but it is interesting how she perceived the word supervision to be
negative and undermining.

While this article is about 1-1 line manager-direct report meetings, some of the key concepts are
relevant to other types of 1-1 meetings and also group meetings. Many of the principles
discussed here are widely relevant, as in all professions, the support and development
opportunities provided are critical.

One of the first things | noticed early in my career was how much difference the various

meetings we had contributed to our effectiveness. The types of meetings we had were individual
line management supervision, team meetings, clinical and organizational consultation meetings,
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and training groups, among others. The frequency of most of these meetings was usually
weekly. Not only did the combination of different meeting processes enable the quality of
engagement required for the work, but it was also vital to help sustain the work. Before
becoming a team manager, | noticed that effective management supervision had a significant
impact on staff retention and ‘sickness’ absence rates. So, it has always been my view for over 35
years now that providing high-quality line management supervision is critical to high-quality
performance.

One’s experience over time is a good measure. It is additionally helpful when this is added to by
significant research in the field. | am indebted to many great practitioner-researchers over the
years, some of whom are listed in the bibliography and references. | am also indebted to all the
people | have had 1-1 meetings with throughout my career, especially those who | have met
hundreds of times. | must have participated in over 10,000 1-1 meetings including, line
management 1-1s (supervision), mentoring, coaching, consultancy, and clinical supervision.

The spark to write this article came from two recent books from
different but complementary perspectives. The first is Dr. Anton
Obholzer’s (2021) book — Workplace Intelligence. Obholzer is a
psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, organizational consultant, and previous
Glad We Met Chief Executive of the Tavistock & Portman NHS Trust, in the UK. He
s became interested in applying his professional knowledge to

11 Meetings workplaces. The second is Dr. Steven G. Rogelberg’s book, Glad We

Met: The Art and Science of 1:1 Meetings. Rogelberg is a vastly

STEVEN G. ROGELBERG

#y MARSHALL GOLDSMITH

\ experienced and published professor of organizational science,
\ — management, and psychology from the USA (see appendix for a
__/..?a-v —~=- brief bio).

T N e ../ - They both talk from experience and Rogelberg has also carried out

extensive quantitative research across many professions. This is
hugely valuable as it has provided much-needed data. These books have affirmed my experience
and view that there is a strong correlation between the quality of 1-1 manager-direct report
meetings and performance. Improving the quality of 1-1 meetings is one of the most significant
ways of improving overall performance and outcomes.

WHAT IS A 1-1 MEETING?
This definition by Rogelberg (2024, p.4) is a helpful starting point,

In the simplest sense, 1:1s refer to a regular and recurring time held between a manager
and their directs to discuss topics such as the direct’s well-being, motivation, productivity,
roadblocks, priorities, clarity of roles/assignments, alignment with other work activities,
goals, coordination with others/the team, employee development, and career planning.

We can see that the range of issues involved is complex. In any profession, working with people
carrying out challenging tasks can be complex on professional and personal levels. Therefore,
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carrying out effective 1-1 meetings crystalize the difficulties involved. People skills as well as
technical knowledge are important. All work between people has a relational element and
requires a degree of emotional intelligence. For example, attunement to feelings, empathy, and
compassion. There must also be cultural sensitivity to help avoid misunderstandings. Also to be
attuned to the way that power dynamics and discrimination can enter the meeting process and
relationship.

In some fields of work such as therapeutic services for traumatized children the primary task of
the work is essentially relational. This means that a high level of relational skills is especially
important. As trauma is central to the work understanding the nature of trauma, how it might be
manifested, and how to respond is vital. Weekly 1-1 meetings whether with a line manager,
consultant, or mentor, will significantly improve the likelihood that signs of vicarious trauma and
burnout are picked up early. 1-1 meetings in this context must be trauma-informed and effective
in the way these issues are responded to. When this is done well the process contributes to
emotional containment whereby the work can be thought about and made sense of (see, Ralph
and Iszatt-White, 2016 — Who Contains the Container?). On this specialized and complex aspect
of 1-1 meetings (usually referred to as supervision), these books also give a helpful
understanding of what is involved,

e Janet Mattinson (1970) The Reflection Process in Casework Supervision

e Lynette Hughes and Paul Pengelly (1997) Staff Supervision in a Turbulent Environment:
Managing Process and Task in Front-line Services

e Peter Hawkins and Robin Shohet (2006) Supervision in the Helping Professions

Often in the field | work in and others, the word support gets referred to as being a key factor.
However, it is important to keep in mind that the word support also means helping a person to
develop and be more effective in their work. It does not only mean being a good listening ear,
though this is an essential part of it. The organizational consultant, Isabel Menzies Lyth (1979,
p.222) explains the meaning of the manager’s role concerning staff support and the primary
task,

“Rice (1963) has said that the effective performance of a
primary task is a major source of satisfaction and that
insofar as behaviour is adult and reality-based people are
loath to surrender such satisfaction.

The responsibility of management for effective task-
performance is a contribution to staff support, both
through positive job satisfaction and through protecting
staff from the anxiety, guilt and depression that arise
from inadequate task-performance.”
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Therefore, it is supportive to focus on what is needed to do a job well. The word support has
become a bit at odds with the concept of accountability. | tend to agree with the point made by
Brené Brown (2018) that, “Clear is kind. Unclear is unkind.” - she gives a clear example,

Not getting clear with a colleague about your expectations because it feels too hard, yet
holding them accountable or blaming them for not delivering is unkind.

Accountability and being clear should be encouraged in all directions. However, the manner of
holding accountable is important (see Bregman, 2016). Avoiding it is not helpful to anyone and
usually leads to a lack of development or deterioration. Rogelberg (p. 110) argues,

Accountability and kindness are not mutually exclusive in any way. Sometimes, holding
people accountable is an act of kindness in of itself. Overall, being kind is essential to
addressing personal needs and building a robust relationship. It also allows your messages
of accountability and/or critical feedback to be more readily heard, as you intend them as
kindness can break down walls of defensiveness and close-mindedness. It is also
noteworthy that kindness begets kindness.

Referring to decades of research Gallup (2024, p.19) agrees about the importance of
accountability,

Managers drive engagement through goal setting, regular, meaningful feedback and
accountability. Gallup’s decades of research into effective management finds that a great
manager builds an ongoing relationship with an employee grounded in respect, positivity,
and an understanding of the employee’s unique gifts. Great managers help employees find
meaning and reward in their work. As a result, employees take an interest in what they do,
leading to higher productivity and enjoyment.

The manager must add value to their direct reports. This does not mean that the manager has
all the answers, but it should mean that they know the type of questions to ask, and how to find
solutions together when needed. There are many reasons why this is a challenging task. So, the
first things that must be established are safety and trust. As Rogelberg explains (p.38), “One of
the biggest values of the 1:1 is the ability to be frank with each other”. To achieve this a safe,
protected, and reliable space is required. The scheduled 1-1 meeting in a suitable and
confidential space is the ideal way of achieving a safe and productive working relationship.
Rogelberg (p.11) states,

1:1s are the perfect opportunity to help others, give to others, and through both,
experience the great intrinsic rewards of making a difference in the lives of others. When
you have effective 1:1s, all lives are elevated—including your own.

He makes the point that this is true of virtually all occupations. It is a human need to develop,

improve, make a difference, and feel that one’s contribution matters. It is hard to think of any
job where this would not be desirable. In his book on Personal and Professional Development,
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Olson (2013, p.101) explains how our interest in development may be connected to the way we
perceive the potential benefits,

“From what I've observed, within the general population, only
USA TODAY NATIONAL BESTSELLER | about 10 percent of people (10 percent at most) are genuinely
open to working on personal development. When you bring the
THE dimension of happiness into it, when you show them what has

been happening in the last fifteen years in happiness research, then
S L I G H T suddenly that 10 percent becomes more like 50 percent.”

ED GE Olson argues that if the focus on development is changed to one on
, happiness, then people’s interest is much greater. He says that

development and happiness are interconnected. The research on
i S D, what it takes to raise happiness correlates closely to what it takes

Massive Succsss & Harringss to improve personal development. The lure of happiness is more
JEFF OLSON powerful than the idea of development to motivate us to take on
hard and even painful work.

DIFFERENT TYPES OF 1-1 MEETINGS

As well as the typical 1-1 meeting between a line manager and their direct report there may also
be other types of meeting in place. Jacques and Clement (1991, p.300) make the responsibility
of the line manager clear,

Immediate managers should deal with in-role issues. They must coach regularly with a
view to helping subordinates to realize their full capabilities for the full opportunities
which are available in the role.

Whatever the type of meeting, the chair/manager always has a key role and responsibility. The
vital role is to keep the meeting on task according to the parameters that have been set. As well
as the conscious explicit purpose of the meeting there are less transparent and unconscious
dynamics involved (see Tomlinson, 2024). The work will be taken off task if these dynamics are
not managed well. Obholzer (p.53) states,

If the meeting is well managed as regards task, boundaries, and time, chances are that
there will only be minimal interference in its work by the presence of unconscious
processes. The more the meeting runs in a laissez-faire or sloppy mode, the more are
unconscious processes likely to make their appearance and interfere with the required
work.

In addition to the line manager-direct report 1-1 meeting, other types of meetings can
complement and be a helpful addition to the quality of support and development opportunities
provided. As said, many of the principles in this article are relevant to all types of 1-1 meetings,
and some are also relevant to group meetings. The type and number of regular meetings a
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professional is involved in will be related to the task and context. There is no one-size-fits-all
approach. These are some of the possibilities.

Mentoring

A mentoring meeting process can be very helpful to focus on development. It is provided by
someone who is experienced and can offer the mentee help, encouragement, and guidance in
their professional challenges and development. The mentor may be a professional outside of the
organization or if the organization is large enough, a senior manager ‘once removed’ from the
mentee. The mentor once removed but inside the organization, was highly recommended by
Jacques and Clement in their book Executive Leadership. The benefit of this model is that the
mentor is not so caught up in the day-to-day management so can keep the focus more on
ongoing development rather than problem-solving.

Consultation

A consultant, especially an external one who is not an employee is also able to offer a once-
removed perspective. Not being caught up in the ‘thick of it’ and having a high level of
experience can be very helpful (see Wilson, 2003, Obholzer, 2021). While a mentor is usually
helpful in the general process of development a consultant can be used to zone in on a specific
aspect of the work. A consultant usually brings a high level of expertise in a specific niche.
Therefore, this can be a good complement to the more generic line management role.

Peer Supervision

This is where a group of peers meet to share their work and offer each other a listening ear,
different perspectives, and potential solutions. This process may be chaired by one of the peers,
or by a more senior manager, or a facilitator. This process can help establish collaboration with
different perspectives, a shared connection, and supportiveness, and reduce the potential sense
of isolation.

Other types of meetings that might take place, include coaching, clinical supervision, and
reflective practice. In some situations, there may be the opportunity for a combination of
meetings. For example, line management supervision, mentoring, and consultation. In these
cases, the frequency of the line manager-direct report 1-1 meeting may not need to be so
frequent. For example, instead of being weekly, it could be every 2-3 weeks.

THE VALUE OF A SCHEDULED MEETING IN A SAFE PROTECTED SPACE

Sometimes when line managers are asked why they do not have more frequent scheduled
meetings the answer given is that ‘we check in with each other regularly’. Often phrases like my
door is always open, and we chat regularly, etc. are used as if a scheduled meeting with a pre-
planned agenda is the same as a check-in. The two things are connected but quite distinct.

Ad hoc conversations in the daily course of work can complement 1-1s but not substitute for
them. Being approachable and finding time for team members is different from a focused,
prepared-for, scheduled meeting. The thinking processes for each are different. For instance,
catching someone unprepared and raising a challenging issue might be unfair and unhelpful. A
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safe working relationship is established by openness and putting the necessary conditions in
place to ensure the reliable safety of a protected time and space. The space must be protected
from distractions.

Passing conversations, catch-ups, and updates by nature are not usually deep. Neither is it
possible to deal with complex and emotional issues where the consequences are potentially
high. It is also human nature to avoid pain and deny difficulties. A more casual way of working
feeds into these defensive avoidances. Sometimes we are not aware of something troubling until
we sit down in a safe space with an attentive other. If we do not at least regularly pay attention
to what is going on in our work and life there is a serious risk that unacknowledged issues either
get acted out towards others or cause internal pain, physically and mentally. A lack of
opportunity to acknowledge, think about, and try to understand difficulties in challenging work
is @ major cause of staff sickness, absence, and turnover, among other significant organizational
symptoms. Obholzer (2021, p.134) explains this well when he talks about “in-house staff support
systems”,

“These take a variety of forms. The worst form, in my view, is
captured by the phrase, ‘my door is always open’. This is
meant to show that the person concerned is always available
for, and open to, contact with members of the organization. It
may be so, but this, in itself, raises the question of what sort of
management and/or leadership can be achieved when the V \
individual is constantly available for interruption... While ‘ :::?"
sounding open and friendly, it can actually have the opposite e g
effect. One could interpret this dynamic as: ‘l cannot bother to
set aside a regular time to meet with you, but if you can find

WORKPLACE

your way through the obstacle course we might meet’. This INTELLIGENCE

process of contact is not conducive to good communication.” UNCONSCIOUS FORCES AND
HOW TO MANAGE THEM

Open and Closed Doors
Interestingly, Obholzer picks out the ‘my door is always open’ ANTON OBHOLZER R
as being the worst form of espoused staff support. Maybe the
use of the term just means being friendly, responsive, and approachable. But it is misleading. A
door always being open communicates the wrong message. It suggests that the person is always
available and even invites regular disruption. It also suggests a lack of appropriate boundaries,
which may undermine the development of oneself and others. Constant availability is not good
for mature development. Development is often helped by having to work something out on
one’s own and managing to wait.

In one organization | worked with the open-door concept was taken to the extreme. You could
be in a meeting with one person with the door closed and someone else would open the door
without knocking, walk in, and sit down. Unsurprisingly, the organization was in a chaotic state.
Closed doors are sometimes necessary and healthy. The exception is when it becomes a defence
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to distance, avoid, and disconnect. We can make our appropriate availability clear without
needing to suggest the door is always open.

However, good quality communication is vital in complex, emotional work where the
consequences are high. Good is more than being friendly and chatting regularly. It is about
creating a context where a deep level of communication can take place. It is the deep and
sometimes unconscious matters that are the most troubling and if not worked with, often
become the cause of trouble. Obholzer (p.135) explains why the scheduled protected space is so
important to provide good quality attention,

Having a specific time set aside on a regular basis to meet with staff in relation to their
work roles is essential. If this is respected by both sides, it opens successful channels of
communication. But here, too, there are pitfalls. Constant interruption, taking telephone
calls, looking at the computer screen rather than the individual concerned, reading and
sending texts, all give a clear message: ‘I cannot really be bothered to give you my full
attention’. Behaving in this manner encourages others to do the same: ‘If the boss can
behave in this way, then it must also be acceptable for me’. This creates a climate of
pseudo-attention and pseudo-communication that is likely to ‘infect’ the entire
organization. What is not a good model for family and couple communication is certainly
not a good model in institutional practice.

He goes on to explain the problem of emails, which are often used unhelpfully because
important matters are not being attended to properly. It is common in organizations that do not
do enough talking in depth that emails proliferate with emotional and unhelpful content. This is
also, often a defence to avoid the more difficult work and to look like one is doing the work,
especially when numerous people are unnecessarily copied into the email chain. Unsurprisingly,
in this kind of culture things tend to get worse rather than better.

MEETING CONTENT

Once it is agreed that the scheduled 1-1 meeting is important then the value of it will be felt if
the content is well organized. Content could be considered as what is on the agenda. Rogelberg
(p.59) states,

The most important criterion governing matters to be talked about is that they be issues
that preoccupy and nag the subordinate. (Andy Grove, Former CEO and Co-Founder, Intel)

And (p.60)

... the data suggest that agendas are helpful, but do not need to be detailed or highly
structured for 1:1s to be effective.

While having a clear and well-planned agenda is important, content also includes the quality of

the attention and experience. Making a commitment to the meeting and arriving well prepared,
and on time gives the right kind of message. The way the meeting is conducted must reflect
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organizational values that are respectful, etc. As part of the meeting process, there should be a
personal element. Rogelberg (p. 92) states,

Tacy Byham’s (2015) work does such a great job of highlighting the two types of needs to
be fulfilled in a successful 1:1 process. Namely, an excellent 1:1 process addresses directs’
practical and personal needs.

And (p.112)

Satisfying Personal Needs Is Critical. While 1:1s are meant to address directs’ practical
needs, they must also be conducted in a way that meets directs’ personal needs. Doing so
ensures that directs feel included, respected, valued, heard, understood, and supported.

To get the balance right we need to take an interest in the person and not only the professional.
It is important to get to know each other as people, with lives and interests outside of work. This
helps to build a productive relationship. As Rogelberg (p.60) argues,

A key piece of a 1:1 is truly to get to know your direct, what is their personal story, and of
great relevance, what drives them. This allows you to truly connect with your people. This
connection is so important.

At the beginning of the meeting process, it is necessary to establish the expectations and
purpose of the meeting. It will be helpful to keep in mind the values that are relevant to the
meeting. Some ground rules can be agreed upon. For example, how will we carry out our
discussions? On the one hand, this will evolve naturally. It can also be helpful to make explicit
some of the approaches to learning and development. For example, it is ok to critique and
challenge ways of thinking and doing things. There should be a two-way process where both are
open to learning. A record of the meetings will be helpful to capture the agenda and key themes
discussed, and any agreed actions, dated and signed. This helps with any follow-up on what has
been discussed and agreed upon, and it improves a sense of accountability, both ways.

The quality of attention, psychological presence, and engagement are especially important. In
general, presence is a key element of effective leadership (Kahn (1990, 1992), Friedman 1999).
Friedman has referred to this as a non-anxious, self-differentiated presence, where the person
can be connected and involved but also separate. This offers a containing and thoughtful space
for difficult and powerful issues to be made sense of. Friedman has also referred to this process
by using the transformer in an electrical circuit as a metaphor. The issue might enter the space
(meeting) at 1000 volts and through the transformative process leave at 100 volts. Or it could be
the other way around. The manager in the meeting is responsible for the role of a transformer.
However, where the senior person’s presence is not in good shape it can easily go the other way.
This is why self-management and self-awareness are so important to effective management and
leadership.
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ENGAGEMENT AND PRESENCE

The international research across all industries by Gallup (2024) shows that employee
engagement is the key influence on individual and organizational performance. Gallup provides
analytics and management consulting to organizations globally. Their global reports feature,
“annual findings from the world’s largest ongoing study of the employee experience. We
examine how employees feel about their work and their lives, an important predictor of
organizational resilience and performance”.

Not surprisingly, their research has found that the key issue affecting performance is employee
engagement. And employee engagement is strongly associated with manager engagement.
Gallup (2024, p.2) has found that 70% of all variances in team employee engagement correlate
with the level of manager engagement. That is of major significance both for the quality of
management in general and for the 1-1 meeting process. The need to engage and develop
managers cannot be underestimated.

If the manager is not engaged the meeting process is not likely to help the direct report and may
even have a negative impact. Gallup has studied the engagement levels of 2.5 million manager-
led teams around the world and found that on average, only 15% of employees who work for a
manager who does not meet with them regularly are engaged; managers who regularly meet
with their employees almost tripled that level of engagement (in Rogelberg, p. 8). Khan (1990)
was the first to write about the importance of engagement in his study, Psychological Conditions
of Personal Engagement and Disengagement at Work. Zinger (2017) refers to Khan as the
founding father of engagement. Khan states (1990, p.700),

“Personal engagement is the simultaneous employment and
expression of a person’s “preferred self” in task behaviors that
promote connections to work and to others, personal presence
(physical, cognitive, and emotional), and active, full role
performances. My premise is that people have dimensions of
themselves that, given appropriate conditions, they prefer to use
and express in the course of role performances.”

On the opposite end, he explains disengagement,

“I defined personal disengagement as the uncoupling of selves from
work roles; in disengagement, people withdraw and defend
themselves physically, cognitively, or emotionally during role performances. The personal
engagement and disengagement concepts developed here integrate the idea that people need
both self-expression and self-employment in their work lives as a matter of course (Alderfer,
1972; Maslow, 1954).”

Kahn (1992) expanded upon the importance of psychological presence as a key part of
engagement in, To Be Fully There: Psychological Presence at Work. Referring to Kahn’s work,
Cardona (2003) claimed with the title of her paper,
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The Manager's Most Precious Skill: The Capacity to be "Psychologically Present

In all fields of work and especially in trauma services the attuned attention of a manager is a
great benefit to optimizing the performance and development of their direct reports. It can also
have indirect knock-on benefits to others. It helps create a non-anxious, self-regulating, and
capacity to think. In these conditions, the worker will be more likely to reflect ‘on action’ and ‘in
action’ (Schon, 1983). It is likely to have a great impact on improving responsiveness and
reducing reactiveness. People are more likely to feel safe enough to,

Employ the self without the fear of negative consequences (Khan, 1992, p. 333).

These concepts have gained momentum in recent years and have led to others such as
Psychological Safety and Team Psychological Safety (Delizonna, 2017, Edmondson, 2019, Kim et
al., 2020). While the nature of a manager’s presence is likely to be important in all professions,
the precise nature of it will vary according to context. This is one of the reasons why context is
so vital to leadership. As explained by the transformer metaphor, the kind of presence required
in one context may not be helpful in another. Another useful way of thinking is to consider the
manager as a model for what is expected of the direct report in the delivery of their work. Miller
(1993) explains this well and makes these two key points,

1. The quality of the holding environment of staff is the main determinant of the quality of
the holding environment that they can provide for clients.

2. The quality of the holding environment of staff is mainly created by the form of
organization and by the process of management.

Everything that goes on in the meeting also provides a model for what is likely to go on outside
of it. For example, if a direct report feels listened to, valued, and treated with respect they are

more likely to mirror those qualities with others. There are few opportunities better than a 1-1
meeting to model appropriate boundaries, clarity of purpose, reliability, attentiveness, and the
balance between seriousness and lightness, among many other important qualities.

FOCUS ON DEVELOPMENT

For a 1-1 meeting process to be effective there needs to be a focus on development. Inevitably,
there will be a need for problem-solving and going over significant events, but these discussions
can also include a focus on what have we learned. How has an experience given insight that can
be used in the future? What further work can we do to understand the issue better? In the
modern-day workplace, we must not underestimate the importance of professional and
personal development. This is at the top of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs — self-
actualization. Rogelberg (p.11) highlights how this is important across most types of work and
how the 1-1 process can be rewarding to both who are involved,

1:1s are the perfect opportunity to help others, give to others, and through both,

experience the great intrinsic rewards of making a difference in the lives of others. When
you have effective 1:1s, all lives are elevated—including your own. The general assumption
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is that 1:1s are not for those who, say, work with their hands and use their physical
abilities to complete their work (e.g., blue-collar, pink-collar, and working-class type jobs)
such as construction workers, mechanics, custodial workers, truck drivers, nurses, and
machine operators. | don’t fully understand why anyone would feel this way. The desire to
thrive, overcome obstacles, develop meaningful relationships, and feel seen/heard is not
unique to any particular job type or profession.

Development is so important to human nature that if we do not work on it effectively, there is a
likelihood of disengagement. To help keep a focus on development all information that can be
shared outside of the meeting must be done efficiently through emails, data systems, and other
updates. It is not helpful to use the meeting to track metrics but more to be informed in advance
of where things are at. Discussion should focus on growth, development, and solutions. As this
can be challenging work, we cannot always expect the discussion to flow easily. Rogelberg (p.
119) points out the need to,

Get comfortable with silence as a manager. It can be tempting to want to fill the silence if
and when it happens, but keep in mind that silence is often an indication of contemplation
rather than awkwardness or a lack of engagement. You can even encourage moments of
silence by telling your directs to pause whenever they need to so they can think through
their ideas. This does not have to be a rushed process.

Thinking and pausing, rather than reacting is vital in all types of roles and professions. In trauma-
informed services, it is vital. In trauma work, the tendency towards reactivity is so high,
unhelpful, and potentially retraumatizing. The same can be said of any work that involves crisis
and high levels of stress.

PEOPLE MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP

Managers and leaders have many demands upon their time and attention. Each leader will have
their way of prioritizing, sometimes led by the present circumstances, their preferences, and
abilities. Often a leader does not prioritize the development of their team and direct reports. For
example, in response to the question, ‘Why don’t you have more frequent 1-1 meetings’ the
answer might be, ‘l don’t have enough time’. Rogelberg (p.4) argues against the misguided
nature of this,

1:1s are a core leadership responsibility. The best leaders recognize that 1:1s are not an
add-on to the job; 1:1s ARE the job of a leader.

While there may be exceptions to this | agree with his point. Effective 1-1 as well as team
meetings can boost development and quality of performance. Rogelberg (p.7) claims that this is
strongly supported by research and that “1:1s are arguably one of the most important activities
you can do as a leader”. So, this should save time by reducing the number of problems arising
due to errors, mistakes, and poor work. Additionally, major savings in cost and time, and
performance improvements can be expected as engagement goes together with staff retention.
Effective 1-1s continuously build on connection, trust, and safety which are crucial ingredients to
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engagement and positive work. Every 1-1 meeting is a potential investment in building these
qualities and outcomes.

ISSUES TO CONSIDER REGARDING TIME AND FREQUENCY
These are helpful questions to ask when considering time and frequency,

1. How complex is the work task? (i.e. if it is working with young people who are in care having
suffered complex trauma, the work is highly complex).

2. How much are emotional issues part of the work? Some work is highly emotional and some
so little that you can be fairly switched off, though those kinds of jobs are less common than
they were.

3. How serious are the potential consequences of not doing the job well or making a mistake? In
some jobs, the consequences can be a matter of life and death, and in others small.

4. How experienced is the worker and competent from technical and self-management
perspectives? Less experienced workers may need more frequent meetings.

5. How important are relationships in the work task? In some work, the relational context,
safety, and trust can outweigh the technical abilities. In others, technical skill and experience are
paramount. A higher frequency will be needed in a new manager-direct report relationship to
help build the relationship.

If the 1-1 meeting is between a manager and direct report one of the key objectives and
responsibilities is that the manager must assist the direct report in their development. This
means that the manager must be able to help the direct report make sense of their work, learn
from it, find solutions, and make progress. It is also helpful if the manager can help calm and
steady the natural anxieties of someone less experienced. Of course, the direct report on
occasion will also assist the manager and the manager will learn from the process. But if there is
not a sufficient gap between the two the manager will struggle to add any value. It will be more
like a peer relationship but confused by the nature of the authority between the two. In this
case, the direct report is likely to become frustrated and the manager may feel threatened and
become defensive.

Assuming that the manager can be useful to the direct report one of the first things to do is to
agree upon the meeting frequency. The five questions above can be a helpful guideline. If the
work is complex, emotional, and with potentially serious consequences a weekly meeting would
not be excessive. That would mean that over a year the direct report would be getting around 40
hours 1-1 time from their manager. In an average year of 1800 hours at work — the worker would
be receiving about 1 hour of 1-1 attention for every 40 hours of work in a task that is complex,
emotional, and potentially high in risk.

If the work is not complex, not emotional, and is with low consequences the frequency could be
less. For example, every 2-4 weeks. Bear in mind that people do not develop by magic and an
experienced manager, coach, or mentor can make a huge difference. So, even if the task is
simple, improvements in quality, efficiency, and commitment to the work can make a huge
difference in the quality of performance. As a customer, we know how much difference it makes
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when a worker takes care and goes the extra mile, however low-paid their job might be. People
usually take care and invest themselves in the work when they feel that their work and personal
needs are also being taken care of and invested in.

Rogelberg’s (p. xix) research found that across all industries, the more frequent the 1-1s, up to
weekly compared with fortnightly or monthly the better the outcomes in engagement and
performance. In a study of 200 managers, the frequency was found to be: Weekly 49%. Bi-
weekly 22%. Monthly 15%. Quarterly 2% (p.23). Rogelberg found that on average weekly 1-1s
correlated with the highest level of performance. To conclude (p.24) he states,

Weekly 1:1s aligns most with employee preferences in general across job level and
country.

How long should the meeting be?

As well as the frequency of meetings the length of each meeting is also important. Does a
meeting need 30 minutes, an hour, or longer? One consideration may be to do with the time
needed for in-depth discussion and processing of complex issues. If meetings are more frequent,
weekly for instance, one meeting could be for 1 hour and the other for 30 minutes. The tasks of
the different meetings could be differentiated. One person | work with has found it helpful to
alternate between a more strategic and a more reflective type of meeting. Or it could be a more
problem-solving and a more development-focused meeting. In some therapeutic services for
traumatized children, a high level of external regulation has tended to lead to a very structured
meeting process. This can end up feeling like a tick box style of 1-1 meeting to evidence that key
issues are being covered. If this type of meeting must take place there could be a less structured
and more reflective type of meeting in-between.

Not all meetings need to be an hour, sometimes 30-45 minutes could be very helpful. Does an
hour-long meeting just become a habit? The time allocated will tend to be used, whether it is
needed or not. With frequency, there can be too much of a gap between meetings, so the
thread and sense of continuity are lost, or too little of a gap, and not much gets done or changes
in between. The balance is important and Obholzer (p.125) reminds us that,

... what happens between formal sessions is at least as important as what happens in the
sessions themselves. This time provides the space to think about matters raised and to see
whether ideas considered in the sessions are relevant to everyday life. Perhaps most
importantly, do they offer a more constructive way for life and work?

Whatever the agreed frequency and length of time for a meeting, making it clear and holding
the boundaries firmly is most likely to have positive benefits. Sometimes the meeting content
may be anticipated as challenging and anxiety-provoking. The feelings involved can be difficult,
stressful, and even distressing. Clarity of expectations, boundaries, and reliability should help
reduce anxiety and improve a feeling of security from which people can engage. Meetings at the
same time and frequency become a routine that allows people to worry about the less
predictable aspects of their work. The reliability of a well-run meeting process can provide an
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anchor that also enables people to be more effective outside of the meeting. Especially in work
that involves significant risk and uncertainty, it helps to make whatever is within control,
dependable, and easier to follow.

Punctuality: Talking about why it is important to be on time,
or even better a few minutes early, Duckworth (2016, p.267)
says,

“It’s about respect. It’s about details. It’s about
excellence.”

Setting a clear expectation about punctuality is important.

. . The Power of Passion
The more senior person needs to role model this so that the B
expectation is clear. By paying attention to this, any changes ‘
in patterns and attitudes can be more easily observed. ArigelaDucbwor

As the reliability of meetings is key to their success, avoid cancellations and time changes as far
as possible. Regular unplanned changes undermine confidence, safety, and trust. It may also
give the impression that the meeting is not valued and therefore undermine its purpose. Give
attendees as much advance notice as possible if a cancellation or change is needed (Tomlinson,
2024). Regularly canceling 1-1s can give the message that the meeting and therefore the direct
report is not a priority. Rogelberg (p.33-34) states,

1:1s should only be canceled if you truly have no other option. 1:1s are an investment in
your people and your team, thus should be held sacred... If you must cancel because of
some type of emergency, be sure to take the initiative and reschedule it right away.

Nowadays there is the question of whether 1-1 meetings are in-person or virtual. So far, the
evidence from research is not clear one way or the other (Rogelberg, p.41). It makes sense to
monitor this and see what your experience tells you about the effectiveness of each. There are
probably many variables involved.

CHALLENGE AND AMBIVALENCE

As frequent 1-1 meetings are essential for growth, development, effectiveness, and achievement
at all levels from individual to organization, we might wonder why valuing them is not more
predominant and why the resistance can be so strong. These are some of the possible reasons.

1. Some professionals and managers may not be aware or may be skeptical of the rationale
behind 1-1 meetings and the evidence that underpins it.

Some managers may not have experienced especially positive 1-1 meetings, and some will have
experienced unhelpful or damaging processes. In these cases, the person may not have much
confidence that 1-1 meetings can be helpful. As a result, Rogelberg (p. xiii) points out that
people may even dread meetings, fearing that only something negative will happen. If Olson’s
view that making progress on development makes people happy is correct, then the opposite is
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likely to be true. Not making progress on development makes people unhappy. If the 1-1
meeting is about development (happiness, as Olson points out), whether the meeting works
well or not and makes a difference is fundamental to the likely interest, engagement, and
commitment to the process.

If a manager does not have a positive model of 1-1 meetings there may also be little guidance
available on how to carry out meetings effectively.

2. Some people may think there is no need for regular meetings as they are doing well
enough.

The reality of doing well enough may be true to some extent but it could also be a defence
against a more challenging reality. Eurich (2018) claims,

In our nearly five-year research program on the subject, we’ve discovered that although
95% of people think they’re self-aware, only 10 to 15% are.

A gap also tends to be found when professionals rate how well they are doing. Liker (2004, p.87)
claimed in his study of Toyota’s lean production model, that most business processes are 90%
waste and 10% valued added work. Dr. Michael Maccoby (2007, p.91), in his research on senior
professionals and managers at high-tech companies, such as HP, IBM, Intel, and Texas
Instruments, says that he was astonished to find that of all the highly educated professionals he
looked at only 22% were highly effective. Rogelberg’s research (p. xvi) concurs,

... leaders’ self-ratings of their skills in conducting 1:1s appear to be inflated, suggesting
that leaders think they are doing a better job at leading 1:1s than they actually are.

If the gap is as big as suggested any process that might look at narrowing the gap is bound to be
met with some resistance by the supervisee and supervisor. It can be hard, even painful work to
close the gap. Unfortunately, defensive responses or routines as Argyris (1985) says,
“... as well as protecting us against pain”, “... also prevent us from learning how to reduce
what causes the pain in the first place”. (in, Senge, 1990, p.234)

3. Spending time thinking in meetings can feel like it is not a priority.

Most organizations have pressing priorities centred around getting work done and completing
tasks. Spending time in meetings can feel counterproductive in busy work environments.
However, according to Rogelberg’s research carrying out regular scheduled 1-1 meetings is one
of the most cost-effective uses of time. Reflective practice should also always be a part of 1-1
meetings. Thiel et al., (2012) argue that the consequences of not taking time to reflect can
result in sub-optimization of leadership actions and decisions; which may lead to poor judgment
and even ethical lapses. They claim,

Thus, setting aside time and space to think could be considered a leadership imperative.
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4. Learning is challenging and never-ending, though the rewards of being a life-long learner
are great.

Effective 1-1 meetings must promote learning for both parties. At some level, we would like to
think we know what we need to know. Learning gets us in touch with what we do not know,
which can make us feel vulnerable. Chris Argyris (1991) claims that it can be people at the top of
an organization who find it the hardest to learn. Often their successes have been based on
technical skills. They think they are smart, and the process of reflection and learning can be
challenging as it implies not knowing. Not knowing a solution. Argyris illustrates this point,

Put simply, because many professionals are almost always successful at what they do,
they rarely experience failure. And because they have rarely failed, they have never
learned how to learn from failure. So, whenever their single-loop learning strategies go
wrong, they become defensive, screen out criticism, and put the “blame” on anyone and
everyone but themselves. In short, their ability to learn shuts down precisely at the
moment they need it the most.

5. Development is a challenge.

Before an infant can walk, they fall over many times. Or as an Olympic gold medal ice skater
said, | succeeded because | fell on my bum a thousand times. With encouragement and support,
this might not feel too bad, but we know that even with support the frustration and feelings of
impotence are hard to bear. Fear of not knowing and being able to do something is not easy to
overcome. One way we might manage this is by setting ourselves low goals. To stay in the
comfort zone of what we know we can do.

Another possibility that Dweck (2016) has pointed out and that can get a grip at the highest
levels of an organization — is to hide failure and exaggerate success. Dweck and others have
shown that in the wrong kind of environment how children and adults will lie to avoid exposure
to failure. Dweck argues this is more likely where there is an emphasis on the idea that success
is based on talent, rather than arduous work and practice. Olson (2013, p.101) explains how our
interest in development may be connected to the way we perceive the potential benefits,

Far more people have a strong desire to be happy than a strong desire to develop
themselves to a fuller potential. “Personal development” sounds to most people like work,
and who wants to work harder than they are already working? But “happiness” doesn’t
sound like work. It sounds like ... well, it sounds like being happier.

6. Not knowing is usually more anxiety-provoking than knowing.

An important aspect of 1-1 meetings is to affirm what we know and have learned and to identify
what we don’t know and are working on. Not knowing and uncertainty can be difficult,
especially so when we are in a difficult and threatening situation. As Friedman (1999) implied in
the title of his classic book, “A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix”,
leadership is not easy. Being able to tolerate not knowing does not mean we stay in that
position, but we stay in it long enough to find a better understanding and response to a
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problem. Not being able to tolerate the anxiety involved is likely to lead to reactive,
counterproductive actions.

7. The avoidance of pain is a human instinct individually and in groups.
Friedman (2007, p.67) states the reality for any person, family, or organization that wants to
improve,

There is no way out of a chronic condition unless one is willing to go through an acute,
temporarily more painful phase.

The problem is as Friedman (p.67) says, “that chronic conditions, precisely because they are
more bearable, also tend to be more withering over time”. Most of us and organizations are
likely to have a chronic condition or two! The familiar phrase ‘growing pains’ is a good metaphor
for what is involved if we want to learn, grow, and mature as individuals, groups, and
organizations. To grow we must let go of defences that are often dysfunctional. For example,
thriving in a crisis, such as putting out the fire gives a sense of accomplishment. In organizations
and teams that struggle to hold regular effective scheduled meetings, there are often regular
unplanned crises.

8. Effective 1-1 discussions expose our thinking.

This means that errors in thinking might become obvious to ourselves and others. As well as
being helpful, this can also evoke strong feelings such as embarrassment, humiliation, and fear
of negative consequences. Senge (1990, p.231) links our defensiveness with our formative
experiences,

For most of us, exposing our reasoning is threatening because we are afraid that people
will find errors in it. The perceived threat from exposing our thinking starts early in life
and, for most of us, is steadily reinforced in school—remember the trauma of being called
on and not having the "right answer"—and later in work.

Edmondson (2019) in her book ‘The Fearless Organization’ has shown how fear is one of the
main reasons people do not express their thoughts and ideas. Unless people can express
themselves openly, even if meetings happen, they are not likely to be useful and productive.
This highlights how vital it is to work on establishing and maintaining trust.

9. Useful and challenging 1-1 discussions might evoke fear of conflict.

A useful discussion may require debate, questioning, analysis, reflection, and critical thinking.
Most of the time this can feel positive and a helpful way of learning. However, people might
also be familiar with debates and arguments that become a matter of right and wrong, winners
and losers. This can become a hostile climate where people can easily become upset with each
other. If so, a reparative process will be needed to restore a safe working relationship. This is
one of the reasons why more frequent meetings help to create a sense of safety where difficult
and productive conversations are possible. Less frequent meetings are more likely to get stuck
at a superficial level of become conflictual in an unhelpful way.
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WHAT CAN WE DO TO WORK ON IMPROVING 1-1 MEETINGS?
It may be difficult to know where to start so it may be helpful to begin with some reflective
guestions and analysis of the present situation.

1) Is the purpose of 1-1 meetings clear and how often do you have them?

2) How well do the meetings work — from both sides — do they feel helpful, useful, and
productive?

3) What is the level of engagement like for individuals and the organization as a whole?

4) Are there signs that people are developing well?

5) Do people have a development plan to which they are committed?

6) Are there signs of disengagement, poor performance, high turnover, and sickness rates?

The answers to these questions should help you to identify if any significant action is needed.
The action could be that the meetings seem to work well but are not frequent enough. If you
are effective at carrying out 1-1 meetings, increasing the frequency may be the best way to
improve. If as Gladwell (2008) says, it takes 10,000 hours of deliberate practice to become a
master at something — you will double your progress by increasing meetings from 4 -2 weeks, or
2 — 1. Increasing the frequency may also help meetings to work better because of the stronger
connection, being better tuned in, improved safety, etc.

If meetings do not work well and there is no confidence in what to do a review of the whole
process may be necessary. Hopefully, this article provides a helpful starting point along with the
other articles and books referenced. Rogelberg’s book gives many guidelines and tools on how
to carry out 1-1 meetings. But if you are aiming to make a significant change you may need to
find some mentoring/training type of guidance.

CONCLUSION T r—
This article has discussed the value of 1-1 meetings between
a manager and a direct report. As well as the evidence for
this being based on experience, the research in recent years S‘tate oL 1he
’ Global Workplace

by professionals such as Rogelberg and those at Gallup has
been hugely affirmative.

THE VOICE OF THE WORLD'S EMPLOYEES

It is recognized that the nature of these meetings will vary
according to circumstances and context. However, the key
principles are largely relevant across all industries. A useful
guide for working out how often you should have a 1-1
meeting is to consider,

e The complexity of the work involved

e The emotional and relational content of the work

e The risks involved and the consequences if the work
is not carried out well

e How experienced is the worker
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As a rule of thumb the higher the work scores in these factors the more time for connecting,
processing, and thinking will be necessary. Therefore, people who are carrying out high-end
tasks such as working with traumatized young people, will need the most regular meetings, such
as weekly or bi-weekly. Ideally, there should be training available to help with the challenge of
the task. If not, at least a mentoring process for the manager carrying out meetings with
someone suitably experienced and skilled.

Gallup and other research have shown that employee engagement is critical to positive
organizational performance and outcomes and manager engagement is the most influential
factor in employee engagement. The 1-1 meeting between the manager and direct report is at
the centre of engagement. The evidence referred to in this paper suggests that investing in the
development of high-quality 1-1 meetings is likely to be highly cost-effective on many levels.
Rogelberg (p. xiv) claims that when organizations make 1:1 meetings “the pillar of their
leadership they can radically change their cultures and productivity as a whole”.

Appendix - Dr. Steven G. Rogelberg Brief Biography

Steven G. Rogelberg is a professor of Organizational Science,
Management, and Psychology and the founding Director of
Organizational Science at UNC, Charlotte. He has over 100
publications addressing issues such as team effectiveness,
leadership, engagement, health and employee well-being, meetings
at work, and organizational research methods. He is the editor of
the Journal of Business and Psychology. Dr. Rogelberg has received
over $2,500,000 of external grant funding including from the
National Science Foundation.

For a full wiki biography click here.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven Rogelberg
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