
  
 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 

CAREER CONVERSATIONS 
Employee-driven.    Development-oriented.   Simple. 
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Career Conversations Overview   

 

What are Career Conversations? 
Career Conversations are structured discussions between employees and their supervisors that are designed 
to support employee success through reflection, planning, problem solving, and honest and constructive 
feedback. Career Conversations begin when employees reflect on significant accomplishments, key strengths, 
and plans for the future.  
 
Why is the University moving to this approach? 
During 2015 and 2016, Human Resources sponsored gatherings with more than 300 employees and 
supervisors to collect feedback about the University’s current performance management approach. Both 
employees and supervisors expressed interest in a more honest, practical, forward-looking approach that 
would enhance performance and support positive working relationships.  
 
What is the value of honest, direct and regular feedback?   

► Better performance and higher productivity  
► Stronger teams and work groups 
► More trust 
► Greater job satisfaction 
► Early alerts about performance concerns 

 
Why do Career Conversations address strengths? 
We do our best work and are most engaged when we are encouraged to use our individual strengths.   
Conversations about strengths may provide employees and supervisors with the opportunity to offer or modify 
responsibilities in alignment with interests and areas of mastery.   
 
What kinds of strengths should be noted? 
The Strength Examples list included in this guide may help employees think about the strengths they bring to 
their roles. 
 
How should the do more, do less, start, stop, or change section be completed? 
We asked several employees for examples of items they plan to include in this section to create a list of Do 
More, Do Less, Start, Stop, or Change Examples, which you will find at the end of this guide. 
 
What if a supervisor disagrees with the key accomplishments, strengths, or 
plans for the future an employee has reported?   
We encourage supervisors to be honest and share their perspective. Supervisor may note these 
disagreements in writing or invite the employee to revise their content based on the Career Conversation. 
 
What if an employee disagrees with the supervisor’s comments? 
We appreciate it can be difficult to express disagreement with a supervisor, but honest conversations make for 
better working relationships. If the supervisor chooses not to change the comments, the employee may 
document the disagreement on the Career Conversation form.  
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Why are there no ratings? 
Ratings can detract from meaningful conversation and each supervisor applies ratings differently, meaning 
ratings cannot be compared across supervisors. Employees and supervisors alike say that ratings are hard to 
determine, create unnecessary stress, and often damage relationships. 
 
Aren’t ratings required to make decisions about discipline and continued 
employment?  
Quality comments with specific details are more helpful in guiding decision making than ratings.   
 
Aren’t ratings required to make decisions about pay increases?  
Pay decisions are best made based on contributions, internal equity, and external market factors.  Quality 
comments with specific details can be more helpful in assessing contributions than are ratings, which likely 
vary depending on whether a supervisor is a “hard” or “easy” grader. 
 
Should Career Conversations be used to document unsatisfactory performance? 
Career Conversations may provide an opportunity to reiterate performance expectations or highlight concerns 
about the future, but supervisors are strongly advised not to delay conversations about the need for 
performance improvement.  Addressing performance concerns with an employee as soon as they emerge and 
developing an improvement plan prevents problems from escalating. 
 
How do Career Conversations work?   

1. Employee: completes SELF-REFLECTION and PLANNING sections of the Career Conversation 
template based on agreements made during the previous Career Conversation or performance review. 

2. Supervisor: schedules a time for a Career Conversation meeting, and in preparation for the Career 
Conversation, reviews employee self-reflection and plan and makes discussion notes. 

3. Employee and Supervisor: have Career Conversation. 
4. Supervisor: makes summary comments and signs off on the Career Conversations document. 
5. Employee: reviews, acknowledges receipt of supervisor comments, and offers optional final 

comments.  
6. Both Employee and Supervisor: use completed Career Conversation for periodic and informal Career 

Conversation Check-ins.    
 
How often should Career Conversations occur? 
Career conversations should be conducted on a regular basis and documented in writing at least once a year. 
     
What are Career Conversation Check-Ins? 
Career Conversation Check-Ins are periodic and informal conversations to ensure that an employee is on track 
with established plans. These check-ins can also be used to identify and address any concerns the employee 
or supervisor might have. Employees are encouraged to lead these conversations and to be prepared with 
check-in questions such as:  
 

► Am I on track based on the Career Conversation plan we created? 
► Would you consider letting me have “quiet time” for two hours a day? 
► Have you heard concerns about my work on the project committee? 
► Can we discuss how I might work better with Veronica?  
► Could I lead the next project team you create? 
► What do I need to do to be considered for the next managerial opening? 
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Career Conversations Process Model 
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Strengths Examples 
This table lists some of the types of strengths that might be noted in a Career Conversation. We 
encourage employees and supervisors to be creative when considering strengths. This list is for 
example purposes only.   
 
Accuracy Produces work products that are correct, factual, and free of errors. 

Analysis Is able to make sense of information to support projects and planning. 

Communication Is able to convey information effectively through writing, presentations, or 
speaking.  

Compassion Demonstrates an understanding of another person’s situation and the 
desire to alleviate concern or distress. 

Coaching/developing 
others 

Supports the success of others by sharing knowledge and advice and 
connecting them to supportive resources.   

Courage Faces difficultly, adversity, risk or danger with confidence.  

Creativity Uses imagination or artistic abilities to develop original content or ideas. 

Decision-making Gathers necessary information, weighs alternatives, and engages with 
others when appropriate before and after committing to a course of action.   

Environmental scanning Constantly monitors the internal and external environment to identify 
trends, opportunities, and threats to the institution. 

Flexibility Is able and willing to shift activities, priorities, and approaches based on 
new demands.  

Initiative Proactively takes steps to make the organization stronger by providing 
ideas, developing solutions, and offering suggestions for improvement 

Integrity Honors commitments; maintains confidences; follows laws, policies and 
procedures; considers the needs of others; and does not take unfair 
advantage of opportunities. 

Interpersonal 
communication 

Listens well, demonstrates empathy for the other person’s perspective or 
situation, and is able to establish common ground in order to resolve 
tension or conflict.    
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Strengths Examples (continued) 

 

Planning and Organizing Prioritizes work, manages resources and information effectively, and 
uses time wisely to accomplish tasks and goals.    

Problem solving Identifies and defines problems, considers multiple solutions, and makes 
considered judgments about the best approach forward. 

Reliability Consistently produces accurate, high quality work within established 
deadlines.     

Relationship building Is able to forge mutually beneficial partnerships with others. 

Researching Systematically inquires or investigates in order to discover new 
knowledge or revise facts or theories.  

Results orientation Sets or accepts ambitious goals and consistently moves work and 
projects forward to completion. 

Strategic Uses data, ideas, relationships, and resources to achieve goals. 

Subject matter expertise Demonstrates special knowledge of a field, process, or profession. 

Teaching Effectively conveys information in order to help others learn or 
understand information and concepts. 

Team work Works effectively in a team setting. Listens well, considers diverse 
opinions, and contributes fully to the team’s success.  

Tenacity Demonstrates determination and persistence.  
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Do More, Do Less,  
Start, Stop, or Change Examples 

We asked several employees what they would like to do more, do less, start, stop or change to be 
even more effective in their roles. Perhaps their ideas will inspire you to consider how you would like 
to complete this section of the Career Conversations template. 
 
Do More 
Listening. Writing projects. Deep breathing to manage my emotions.  
 
Do Less 
Last-minute projects. Front-line work. Work by myself. Presentation design. 
 
Start 
Learning how to use survey software. Expressing my opinions. Letting coworkers know when I think 
they aren’t pulling their weight. Wearing headphones so I don’t get brought into side conversations. 
 
Stop 
Saying “yes” to all requests to serve on committees. Attending so many evening events.  Letting my 
frustration show in email responses. Believing rumors before verifying them to be true. 
 
Change 
My schedule so that I can avoid morning traffic. The way pricing agreements are made. My workload 
distribution so that I can focus more on research and less on project management.  
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