
Holding a Stay Conversation – A Manager’s 
Guide

1) Introduction to Stay Conversations

Providing a positive and supportive working environment in which members of staff can 
have fulfilling and enjoyable careers aids staff retention and is essential in ensuring an 
effective and engaged Primary Care workforce to allow us to deliver a good quality 
service to our patients and local population. 

Stay Conversations are discussions between a manager and a direct report with the 
purpose of learning more about the individual — about what's most important to them in 
their workplace, their interests and aspirations, thereby identifying what will engage the 
individual and ultimately retain them. Most importantly, the individual tends to feel more 
appreciated and heard through this demonstration of genuine care and concern. These 
conversations also help to foster a stronger working relationship between a manager and 
their team member, meaning the individual is more likely to want to continue working in 
the team/organisation. 

Stay Conversations can also help to identify where a colleague may be getting “itchy 
feet” and considering leaving the organisation. In such cases, a further discussion can be 
held to explore the reasons for this and what may be done to encourage the individual to 
remain in the organisation – see the accompanying guide “Holding an Itchy Feet 
Conversation”. 
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Stay Conversations are positive one-on-one conversations. Managers are encouraged to ask 
standard, structured questions in a casual, conversational manner. Most Stay Conversations take 
less than half an hour. 

This guide is intended to support managers to hold constructive Stay Conversations with 
colleagues. 

2) Approach to Stay Conversations

Stay Conversations:

 Should be informal and do not need to be lengthy. The most important thing is 
that the timing and place of the conversation allows the individual to feel free to be 
open and honest in a private environment. 

 May form part of regular 1:1 meetings, as part of an informal ‘catch up’, or they 
can be incorporated into an annual appraisal.  

 Should be focused around two or three key questions; these are not prescriptive 
and questions should be posed flexibly and be adapted to the circumstances of 
the individual.

 Are most effective when repeated often, with follow-up and next steps along the 
way to build an ongoing dialogue with a purpose and meaning.

 Are an opportunity to listen more than you talk. This gives the individual freedom 
to share thoughts without feeling pressured. The goal is to focus your attention 
completely on digesting what the employee is saying without thinking ahead to 
your next question or interjecting comments or explanations into the conversation. 

Stay Conversations Are Stay Conversations Are Not
 One-on-one conversations
 Designed to learn what motivates 

the employee to stay engaged
 About asking questions and 

listening
 Proactive, scheduled or 

unscheduled
 Structured and focused

 Conversations at a team meeting
 Exit interviews that focus on 

employee motivations for leaving 
the organisation

 About coaching or job 
performance

 Reactive and conducted only 
when there is a problem

3) Example Stay Conversation Questions/Prompts
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The Example Stay Conversation Template can be used as a guide to the conversation. 
You can use the questions in the template, or any of the conversation starters or prompts 
below if you prefer. Questions should be used flexibly and adapted to individual 
circumstances. 

Top 3 Conversation Starters: 

1) What’s most important to you in your working life?
2) What gives you the greatest enjoyment at work?
3) Is there anything you would like to change to make you feel more satisfied at work? 

How can I support with that?

Further Prompt Questions:

Role Content: “Do you have any skills or talents we could use more effectively?”
“What would make it easier for you to do your job well?”

Relationships: “How do you find the atmosphere within the team?” 
“Tell me about how you voice suggestions or opinions? What 
might make it easier to do this openly and freely?” 
“How is your well-being at work? Is anything impacting on this?”

Communication:  “How well informed do you feel about what’s going on in the 
department and/or wider organisation?” 
“How involved do you feel in how work is done in the 
department/in your role?”
“How easy do you find it to make suggestions or influence change 
in the department?”

Future 
Aspirations:

“Where do you see yourself in your career in the next 12 months / 
in the next 2-5 years?” 
“What needs to happen between now and then to help you 
achieve your goals?” 
“Do you perceive any challenges to this and what support is 
needed to overcome these?” 

Job satisfaction: “How can I best help you feel valued at work?” 
“What kind of recognition or appreciation would be meaningful to 
you?” 
“What would need to be different at work in order for you to 
continue to work with us in the short, medium and long term?” 

Personal 
Factors:

“Do you need any support at work in relation to any health 
concerns (either physical or mental)?” 
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“How are you managing with your work-life balance and do you 
need any support?”

4) Build a Stay Plan

This is not an employee development plan or career plan.  This is a short list of 
actionable items that both the manager and the individual will work on together to 
address the ideas discussed during the conversation.

Some examples of stay plan action items may include:

• Ideas for a flexible work schedule
• Options for their workspace or desk location
• Ways to connect them with other tasks/departments to learn something of interest
• Suggestions for better work processes so they can do their jobs more effectively 

For best results, a stay plan should be created so that short term decisions and actions 
can be made. In other words, try to create items that can be followed up on and executed 
within 30 days. This creates accountability for both the manager and the individual to 
follow and establishes a great deal of trust between the two, quickly separating stay 
conversations from “just another chat”. Individuals see immediate action being taken on 
their feedback, and whether or not it results in exactly what they desire, they feel much 
more engaged in the process. 

Below are 5 key elements of a successful stay plan:

1. The objective for each initiative (no more than 3)
2. Actions you as the manager will take
3. Ideally, actions the employee will take
4. Dates for each, and in some cases multiple dates for multiple activities

The Example Stay Conversation Template can be used to record actions. 

5) What should I do if my team member indicates they are considering leaving the 
organisation?
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In order to retain valued colleagues within the organisation, it’s important to take 
proactive action if an individual indicates that they are considering leaving.  You should 
explore their reasons/motivations for this – is there something that concerns them in their 
workplace (push factors), or is it that another employer is offering something that the 
individual perceives to be better than their current situation (pull factors)?

Depending on the reasons for wishing to leave you may wish to explore some of the 
following with the individual:

Relationships at work

 Are there difficult relationships with a particular colleague, more generally within the 
team, or with a particular manager? Explore what these issues are and what support 
the individual may need to overcome this (e.g. mediation, coaching, team building, 
helping the individual to feel confident to address the matter constructively 
themselves etc.). If the individual doesn’t feel comfortable to discuss the details of 
their concerns with you, you may wish to direct them to another manager or a 
Freedom to Speak Up Guardian if available.

Lack of career development/training

 What are the individual’s career aspirations? Where are they in their career 
trajectory? What opportunities exist within the organisation to support the individual to 
develop? This may include training courses, shadowing, job rotation, secondment 
opportunities, coaching, mentoring etc. The individual may also not be aware of 
alternative career opportunities available within their specific profession/area of work 
so you may wish to put them in touch with professional leads/educators or direct them 
to relevant websites for more information. 

Seeking a better reward package

 Research shows that individuals remain with an employer due to the quality of the 
working relationship they have with their manager/team more so than for money, 
which tends to be a short term motivator. Whilst it isn’t always possible to address 
differences in reward packages offered at other organisations, it’s important to explore 
what other elements of their working life are intrinsically motivating for the individual 
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and explore whether you can enhance the offer in one of those areas (e.g. better 
support with career development etc.). 

 Remind the individual of the overall benefits package your organisation offers

Seeking better work-life balance

 Which particular aspect of their work-life balance isn’t working for them? Can they be 
supported to work more flexibly? Would it benefit the individual and the organisation if 
a career break was possible (subject to service need)? Would the use of some 
parental leave help the individual? Is there a problem more widely across the team 
linked to work-life balance (e.g. long hours culture, routinely being unable to leave on 
time, rota design, travel requirements/the location of work etc.)? Consider reviewing 
how the current arrangements impact on overall staff retention. 

Working environment

 Is there anything that can be reviewed in terms of the job design to make the role 
more satisfying and retain colleagues? Do colleagues have access to adequate 
resources to be able to do their job? What obstacles are standing in the way of being 
able to do a good job? Are there any unnecessary processes that can be reviewed to 
make the job easier? If planned improvements are in development, ensure colleagues 
are informed of this (where appropriate) and try to involve them in those 
improvements. Are colleagues able to take adequate rest breaks and rest periods? 
Are they able to keep themselves hydrated during their working hours? Do colleagues 
have the necessary training to do their jobs effectively? Are changes well 
communicated?  Where issues are identified, it might help to undertake some 
engagement work with your team (e.g. via listening exercises etc.) to identify realistic 
solutions and involve people in this. 

Ill-health

 Has the individual indicated that they feel unable to continue to work for the 
organisation due to a health concern (either physical or mental)? Does the individual 
require any reasonable adjustments to their job or working environment to support 
them to continue working for the organisation? Explore whether there is any support 
that can be put in place to help them remain at work if not already done so. For 
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example, conduct a stress risk assessment, signpost them to health and wellbeing 
services and resources (available on the Lincolnshire Training Hub website).

 
Retirement

It is important to recognise that working for longer can bring many benefits for both an 
organisation and to the individual through utilising the valuable knowledge, skill and 
experience an individual has acquired.  Retirement doesn’t have to be the “cliff edge” 
ending to a person’s career that it once was and individuals can be supported to 
transition into their full retirement over a period of time, thereby retaining them in the 
organisation for longer. When an individual indicates that they are thinking of retiring, you 
could explore whether any flexible retirement options may be beneficial. Exploring 
whether there are any health & well-being concerns that are influencing the decision to 
retire may also help you find ways to support individuals to work for longer. 

6) Can I ask older colleagues about their retirement plans?

Understanding the age profile of your workforce, alongside other workforce data, is 
important for formulating future workforce and succession plans. While it is not unlawful 
for employers to ask employees about their plans for retirement, for example for the 
purpose of planning their future workforce requirements, you should be aware of the risk 
of age discrimination. Under the Equality Act 2010, it may be deemed to be 
discriminatory on the grounds of age to directly ask an older colleague when they might 
retire, or to suggest or put pressure on them to retire. 

Instead, you should seek to find out about the future work plans and aspirations for all 
team members (not limited to older workers), for example as part of their annual 
appraisal, by discussing colleagues’ future plans more generally.  Such discussions may 
result in an individual raising the issue of retirement, in which case it is reasonable to 
explore this further with them, including flexible retirement options, succession plans, any 
other support etc. It’s important not to make stereotypical assumptions about individual 
career aspirations and abilities based on age. Discussions about future plans should be 
based on the individual’s own aspirations, training & development needs, performance 
etc.

6



Even if an individual does indicate that they are thinking about retirement, this does not 
mean they are committed to this course of action if they have not formally submitted their 
notice. Creating a supportive environment where colleagues feel able to openly discuss 
the options available without feeling pressure to commit to a course of action is more 
likely to lead to more honest and meaningful discussions about future plans. 

Example Stay Conversation Template

Employee Name:……………………..

Start Date: …………………………….

Current Position: ……………………..

Date of Stay Conversation: 
…………………

Line Manager: ………………………….

Stay Conversation Questions:

1. Before you start work each day, what things do you look forward to?

 What do you like most about working here?
 What parts are the most challenging?
 What would you most like to change about working here?

2. What are you learning here?

 Is there anything else you’d like to be learning here?
 How do you learn best? By doing? By observing? By attending

training?
 Do you feel like you can advance your career here if you want to?
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3. Why do you stay here?

 Is that the only reason?
 How much does the type of work you do impact your decision to stay?
 How much do you stay because you like working with our patients?
 Our team?

4. When was the last time, if at all, you thought about leaving our team? What 
prompted it?

 Does this still concern you?
 On a scale from one to ten with ten being “I’m staying for the foreseeable future” and one 

being, “I’m leaving ASAP,” how would you rate your intention to leave?
 What’s the single most meaningful action I could take to address this issue?

5. What can I do to help make your experience at work better for you?

 What should I do more of? Less of? 
 Do you feel like I truly hear your concerns when you have them?
 How can I best help you feel valued at work?
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Notes:

Agreed Actions:

Signature of employee:……………………………………

Signature of Line Manager:…………………………………

Date of next Stay Conversation: …………………………
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