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Skip-Level
Manager Review
Leader's Guide

Stay connected to the whole team. Coach the manager with insights and experiences shared by their team.
BY
Richard Gorham

	



Skip-Level Manager Review
Leader's Guide
How to run a skip-level review from the first conversation with a manager you lead through the follow-up with their team. This guide covers the setup, the 30-minute discussion, how to identify themes from the conversations with team members, and the coaching conversation that comes out of those conversations for the manager. This Leader's Guide pairs with the Skip-Level Manager Review forms.
If you lead managers who lead other team members, most of what you know about the front line reaches you through your direct reports. Good managers tell you the unvarnished truth, but you're still hearing what’s happening through the lens of the managers, not directly from their team members. As a result, the information has been filtered through what that manager noticed and chose to pass along. A skip-level review is how you hear from the entire team directly.
The skip-level review does two important jobs. It keeps you connected to every person in your organization, so that when something goes wrong, they come to you without hesitating, because they know you well enough to know you'll help. It also gives you facts about how the manager is experienced by their people, and that's the most useful coaching material a leader of leaders ever gets.

Guide Contents
	Part 1
	Before the Interviews
	Sections 1 to 4. What this is for, the manager, the team, and your preparation.

	Part 2
	The Interviews
	Sections 5 and 6. The 30 minutes, and three situations you'll encounter.

	Part 3
	After the Interviews
	Sections 7 to 9. Themes, the coaching conversation, and closing the loop.

	Appendix
	Example, Start to Finish
	One round on a team of seven, with every form filled in.



Tools Included
	Leader's Guide
	This document. Yours to guide you through the entire process.

	Skip-Level Manager Review
	Five pages: How to use it, the Question Bank, Interview Notes, Identifying Themes, and the Feedback Discussion and Action Plan. The Question Bank is the one page that goes to the team.

	Coaching Log
	The same spreadsheet you use for coaching and performance appraisals. The agreed actions from Section 8 go in it, under the manager's name.



	Trust builds over time
The first time you do a skip-level review, people don't know what to expect. They'll be polite and a little guarded, and a few will wonder what you're really looking for. That's normal. Somewhere around the third or fourth round they stop wondering, because nothing they said has come back on them and the issues they raised have improved. Go into the first round knowing it takes time to establish trust. Trust the process.



	PART 1
Before the Interviews



1.  What a Skip-Level Review Does
A skip-level review is a 30-minute, one-on-one conversation between you and each person who reports to one of your managers. You ask about their work, about how they're led, and about where they want to go in their career. Then you look across all the conversations for any patterns, good or bad, and you take the patterns back to the manager as coaching.
Skip-levels provide you with a valuable listening tool. The manager's performance review is a separate conversation held at a separate time, and what you learn here will help to inform the review through the various pattern you identify, the same way anything else you observe during the year does. 
Note: If the team senses the skip-level is an inspection of their boss, they may stop telling you anything useful. Go into those conversations with the honest intent of building rapport, learning and supporting.
	Use it to
	Don't use it to

	Stay connected to the people two levels down
	Check up on a manager you've already made your mind up about

	Hear how the team experiences their manager, and identify useful patterns for coaching & recognition
	Collect ammunition for a performance conversation

	Find out what the team needs that it isn't getting
	Fix problems yourself over the manager's head

	Spot who's growing and who needs more support
	Decide who gets promoted



How often, and how long it takes
Skip-level reviews completed quarterly is ideal, but at least twice a year for every team you're responsible for. However, your managers should know that you reserve the right to talk with anyone in your organization whenever you like. Your managers should understand that as normal, not something to fear or be concerned about. Make clear your intent and that you will be sharing helpful information learned from your conversations. Since teams vary in size, scale skip-levels to the team.
	Team size
	A round takes
	Cadence

	3 to 5 people
	Half a day of interviews
	Quarterly works well, and the whole round fits in a morning.

	6 to 10 people
	Two to three a day across a week
	Twice a year. Book the week early.

	11 or more
	Two weeks, three a day at most
	Twice a year. Protect the dates, because this is the round that gets pushed.

	A new manager
	One round about 90 days in
	Then join the normal schedule. The team will tell you things the new manager can't see yet.


2.  Tell the Manager First
A manager should never hear about you conducting a skip-level from their team. If they do, they will assume the worst, and so will the team. Be upfront with everyone, say what it is you are doing, when it's happening, and what you'll do with what you hear, and then ask your managers what they'd like you to listen for. That one question turns what can be perceived as an inspection into an exercise meant to identify what’s working well and any gaps, and most managers will appreciate your efforts.
	SCRIPT: INFORMING THE MANAGER
I'm going to sit down with each person on your team for 30 minutes over the next couple of weeks. I do this with every team at least twice a year, so this isn't about anything in particular. It’s important to me that I get to know the team, and they get to know me. I'll ask how their work is going, how they're being supported, and where they want to grow.
Afterward you and I will meet and I'll share any patterns I hear, what’s going well and anything that might be an opportunity to improve the teams’ experience. Nothing gets attributed to anyone individually, and I won't act on anything without talking it through with you.
Is there anything you'd like me to listen for while I'm in there?



	If the manager pushes back
Some will, and the usual form is “it undermines me.” Answer it directly. The purpose of skip-level discussions is to create rapport with the team and to hear firsthand what’s going well and if there are any gaps that you can address for them. You'll hear patterns over time, which you will share with the manager, and nothing happens without them in the loop. Then schedule the dates. A manager who can't tolerate you talking with their people may signal a bigger issue, but don’t rush to judgement. The skip-level discussions will tell you what you need to know.


3.  Announce It to the Team
Send one email to the whole team, with the Question Bank attached. People who've seen the questions arrive with examples ready, and people who haven't arrive wondering whether they're in trouble and spend the first ten minutes finding out they're not.
	EMAIL: TEAM ANNOUNCEMENT
Subject: 30 minutes meetings over the next two weeks

Hi everyone,
Over the next two weeks I'd like to spend about 30 minutes with each of you, one-on-one. These conversations are a chance for me to hear how things are going for you, how you're being supported, and where you want to go in your career.
I've attached some questions that will guide our conversation so there are no surprises. I look forward to spending time with each of you, and hope to hear what’s going well and how I can help to support the team. 
Invitations will go out this week. Thanks in advance for your time and your candor.
[Your name]



Scheduling
1. Thirty minutes each, with a 15-minute buffer after every one. The buffer is for completing your notes while the information is still fresh. 
1. No more than three or four skip-level conversations in a day.
1. A private room with the door closed. Only if proximity is an issue, use a video call with your camera on and your own door closed. Never conduct skip-levels out in the open.
4.  Prepare
Three things before the first interview.
	What you already know
	Read your coaching log entries for this manager, and the team's results. Write down what you expect to hear, then set it aside and keep an open mind. 

	Anything open with HR
	If there's a complaint, a performance plan, or an investigation touching this team, talk with HR before you start. You need to know what you can't discuss and what you must report.

	Your questions
	Six to nine from the Question Bank, the same core set of questions for everyone, plus one or two that fit this specific team. The manager's answer to “what should I listen for” usually supplies one.



	Two habits to watch in yourself
Going in with a theory. If you've decided the manager is too soft or too tough, you'll hear it in every answer. Maintain an open mind and be aware of any preconceived notions you may have.
Weighing the last interview most. The final conversation is the one you remember on the drive home, and Section 7 will help to correct for that. Your notes after each meeting are key here. 



	PART 2
The Interviews



5.  Run the 30 Minutes
The agenda is the same every time, and the team knows it in advance, which is part of what makes the skip-level review process feel safe for everyone.
	Minutes
	What happens

	0 to 2
	Open with the script on page 1 of the forms. Say it with every employee you meet with. It carries the confidentiality promise and its one exception, and people need to hear both before you ask the first question.

	2 to 12
	The Employee (E). Their work, their goals, what they enjoy, and what gets in their way. Start here because it's the easiest part to talk about, and it tells you what kind of day they're having.

	12 to 22
	The Manager (M). Style, with an example. What the manager does well, and what they could do more of or differently. One-on-ones, and whether they feel supported.

	22 to 28
	Opportunities for Growth (O). Where they want to be, what they're doing about it, and what they'd like a shot at. End here so the conversation finishes looking forward.

	28 to 30
	“Do you have any questions for me?” Answer as openly as you asked them to. Thank them, and tell them when they'll hear from you if follow-up is needed.



Taking notes
1. Write what they said, in their words where you can. “Hasn't had a one-on-one since March” is a note, and “Tom neglects his people” is a conclusion. Conclusions go on the Theme list only if supported by more than one team member.
1. Mark direct quotes with quotation marks, because later you'll want to know which words were theirs and which were your shorthand.
1. Use paper if you can manage it. A laptop between you looks like a report being written. Type it up in the buffer between meetings if you prefer typed notes.
1. Ask for the example, every time. A general statement is not meaningful until it has a time and an example attached.

	EXAMPLE: ASKING FOR THE EXAMPLE
Employee: “My manager is good at telling me when I'm doing well.”
You: “That's good to hear. When did that last happen, and what was it about?”
Praise and complaints are both worth very little until you have a specific example. The follow-up column in the Question Bank exists for this.


6.  Three Situations You'll Meet
The employee with a complaint
Listen all the way through and get the example. Then ask the question that matters most: “Have you raised this with your manager?” Most haven't, and your job is to help them have that conversation. Talk through what they'd say, when they'd say it, and how the manager is likely to take it. Offer to make sure the door is open, without saying what's coming through it, and don't promise to fix it yourself. If what you're hearing involves safety, harassment, discrimination, or ethics, the escalation rule in Section 7 applies and you tell them so immediately.
The employee working an angle
Some people see a skip-level as a chance to settle a score, or to get ahead of a problem of their own. The signs are familiar: a story without dates, a great deal about the manager and little about their own work, and curiosity about what other people have said. Take the notes exactly as you would for anyone else, and then hold what you heard against the other team members. A story nobody else echoes is something to hold off to the side. More information is needed before any action is taken. A leader of leaders has to be savvy enough to read between the lines here, and the themes list makes that easier, because one voice stays one voice until additional evidence says otherwise.
The employee who says everything's fine
This is common in round one, so ask the smaller questions. What did your last one-on-one cover? Which part of your week would you hand off if you could? If it stays quiet, accept a quiet interview, note it as “no issues raised”, and move on. Round three with this person will sound different, because by then they'll have watched two rounds go by with nothing coming back on anyone.

	PART 3
After the Interviews



7.  Find the Themes
Within a day of the last interview, read all the Interview Notes you’ve taken. List each thing you heard more than once as a theme, count how many people raised it, pick the strongest example, and strip anything that would identify the person. Mark it a strength or an opportunity and apply these rules.
	Share
	Two or more people raised it. It goes to the manager as a pattern, with the count and one example, and never attributable to an individual.

	Hold
	One person raised it, so it stays with you. Let the issue register as something you will be on the lookout for, but don’t act on it until you have supporting information to back it up. If the issue raised holds up over time, it becomes your observation and you coach on it as an observation you’ve made.

	Escalate
	Anything involving safety, harassment, discrimination, or ethics. Share with HR, regardless of the number, and you tell the employee first, as you promised in the opening script.



	Why two, and not three
While hearing three is safer to identify a pattern on paper, on a team of five requiring three would silence most of what you heard. Two instances works because the manager can't pin “two or more” on anyone, and because you present a pattern with one stripped-down example. On a team of three or fewer, say up front that patterns are harder to hide in, and share only what's about the work.
Strengths get the same theme list. Most skip-level reviews surface more things the team values about its manager than things it wants changed, and those should be emphasized. “Six of seven shared” is more meaningful than any compliment you could pay on your own.


8.  Coach the Manager
Within a week of completing the theme list, schedule 45 minutes with the manager.  Run it in this order, because the order is what keeps it a coaching conversation.
	1
	Strengths, with the count
	“Six of seven said you're the calmest person in the room when a customer escalates.” Then let the manager respond.

	2
	Opportunities, as themes
	“Five of seven said one-on-ones have been canceled more than they've been held since March.” Give the count and the example, and leave it there.

	3
	Their read first
	“What do you make of that?” Most managers have a reason, often a fair one, and their answer teaches you more than anything you'd planned to say. This teaches you not to make assumptions. Differing views can both be true.

	4
	Agreed actions
	No more than three, each with an owner and a date. Some actions will be yours, because part of what the team needs sits above the manager.

	5
	The follow-up date
	Write it on the form in front of them, then log it.



	Most managers will appreciate your efforts
Most people have good intentions. When they're being perceived differently from how they intend, they want to know, and the only way they'll hear it is from someone who heard it from their people. Deliver it the way you'd want to receive it, with the specifics that will connect. Focus on their strengths first, and make every effort to ensure discovered gaps are addressed in a supportive way.



Log the Conversation in the Performance Coaching Log
Use the same Coaching Log you use for coaching and performance appraisals. On the Setup tab, make sure the manager's name is in your team list, and rename Type #4 from Other to Skip-Level so it shows in the dropdown. Then add one row per agreed action, assigned to the manager's name, with the theme discussed under Conversation Notes and the action, owner, and follow-up date under New Commitment. Follow Up stays at Yes until the date passes and you've completed the steps agreed to. 
	Date
	Employee
	Type
	Competency
	Conversation Notes
	New Commitment
	Follow Up?

	May 20
	Tom Keller
	Skip-Level
	Communication
	Skip-level round, 7 of 7 interviewed. One-on-ones canceled more than held since March (5 of 7).
	Fixed Tuesday one-on-one slot from May 26. Reschedule in the same week, do not cancel. Dana to check Jul 14.
	Yes


When appraisal time comes, the Coaching Report shows the skip-level themes next to everything else you've coached this manager on during the year, providing an opportunity to state where progress has been made during the year.
9.  Close the Loop
There are three important loops to complete after all the skip-level reviews are completed and you’ve met with the manager. First, with each employee. Second, a note to the team. Third, completing your own notes for easier reference later. When the third is done, book the next round before you forget or your calendar fills up.
	With each employee
	Whatever you wrote under “What I owe this person”, delivered within two weeks. It might be an answer, or an introduction, or a follow-up on something they asked. This is what tells a team the conversation was real and that you honor the commitments you make.

	With the team
	A short note, or two minutes at the start of their team meeting. What you heard in general terms, what's changing because of it, and a general thank you to everyone for their engagement and valuable feedback. No details are shared here, only general finding where appropriate. The next round will go even better because of this step.

	With yourself
	What you learned about the team. Who's growing, who's stuck, and who surprised you. That's your succession planning material, and the Succession Planning tool on Leadership-Tools.com is built to receive it.



	APPENDIX
Example, Start to Finish



Dana Whitfield is an Operations Director. Tom Keller reports to her and manages a seven-person customer support team. This is Dana's spring round of skip-level reviews with Tom's team.
	Mon, May 4
	Dana informs Tom, using the script in Section 2. He asks her to listen for whether the team understands the new ticket priority system that went live in April.

	Tue, May 5
	Email sent to the team, Question Bank attached. Invitations go out that afternoon.

	May 11 to 15
	Seven interviews, 30 minutes each, two or three a day, in the small conference room.

	Fri, May 15
	Theme list completed that afternoon after the last skip-level review.

	Wed, May 20
	Feedback discussion with Tom, 45 minutes. Three agreed actions, logged the same day. The first row is shown in Section 8.

	Fri, May 22
	Dana's note to the team.

	Tue, Jul 14
	Follow-up with Tom.



	INTERVIEW NOTES: PRIYA SHAH (A Typical Conversation)
E. Working the escalations queue since February. Likes it: “I get to handle the hard ones now.” On track on first-response time, 94 percent against a 90 target. Last reviewed it with Tom “sometime in March, maybe.” Enjoys the variety. What gets in her way: billing questions she can't answer land in her queue.
M. “Tom always remains calm. Nothing rattles him.” Example: the April 28 outage, when Tom took the phones himself for an hour. What Tom could do differently: “Keep the one-on-one. That's it.” Canceled “three of the last six, maybe four.” When it happens: reviews the numbers, then “anything else?”
O. Wants a team lead role in two years. Taking the product certification on her own time. Would like to run the Monday huddle once a month.
What I owe this person: Ask Tom whether Priya can run a huddle.



	INTERVIEW NOTES: JORDAN LEE ( A More Awkward Conversation)
E. “I’m fine.” Handling billing tickets and wants off them. Goals: “I think so.” Last review of them: couldn't say.
M. Opens with “Tom has favorites.” Asked for an example: Priya got the escalations queue “and I've been here longer.” No dates. Asked whether he's raised it with Tom: no. Asked what he'd want instead: billing cross-training for other people so the load spreads. One-on-ones: “canceled a lot lately.”
O. Wants to move to the product team eventually. Hasn't talked with anyone there.
What I owe this person: Ask Tom whether he knows Jordan wants the product team, and offer to make the introduction through Tom.

	What Dana did with the favorites comment
Nothing, yet. It went on the themes list as one of seven and was marked Hold. Jordan's complaint about the billing load went on separately, and three other people turned out to share that same concern.



THE THEME LIST, MAY 15
	Theme
	Raised by
	Strongest example, no names
	Strength or opportunity
	Share, hold or escalate

	Tom stays calm and takes the hard calls himself
	6 of 7
	April 28 outage: an hour on the phones
	Strength
	Share

	Everyone can explain the new ticket priority system
	7 of 7
	All seven named the three levels unprompted
	Strength
	Share. Tom's question, answered.

	One-on-ones canceled more than held since March
	5 of 7
	“Three of the last six”
	Opportunity
	Share

	Billing tickets land on two people, and others want cross-training
	4 of 7
	Billing load hasn't moved since the January reshuffle
	Opportunity
	Share

	Don't know how their work connects to the quarterly goal
	3 of 7
	Nobody could name the Q2 target
	Opportunity
	Share

	Tom plays favorites with the escalations queue
	1 of 7
	How the queue was assigned in February
	Opportunity
	Hold. Dana checks how the queue was assigned.



	THE FEEDBACK DISCUSSION, MAY 20
Strengths first. Dana opens with the seven of seven on the priority system, since Tom asked, and the six of seven on the outage. Tom hadn't known the team noticed.
Opportunities. Five of seven on one-on-ones, four of seven on the billing load, and three of seven on the quarterly goal, each with an example.
Tom's read. He was pulled onto the system migration in March and canceled one-on-ones “to protect the team's time.” He hadn't realized how it landed. He knew about the billing load and hadn't got to it. The quarterly goal surprised him, because he'd assumed the team was tuned into his weekly dashboard.
Agreed actions. 1. Tom moves one-on-ones to a fixed Tuesday slot and reschedules within the same week, instead of canceling beginning May 26.  2. Tom opens each Monday huddle with where the team stands against the Q2 target starting June 1.  3. Dana arranges billing cross-training for two more people with the operations lead by June 30.
Follow-up: Tuesday, July 14.

	The Hold, resolved
Dana checked the queue assignment the next morning. Priya was the only person certified on the product at the time, so it was a cross-training gap, and action 3 already covers it. Jordan's name never came up, and the billing load he raised is getting fixed because three other people raised it too.



	EMAIL: CLOSING THE LOOP WITH THE TEAM, MAY 22
Subject: Thanks for last week

Hi everyone. I enjoyed spending time with each of you last week and will look forward to doing it again later in the year. Two things Tom and I have discussed based on your collective feedback: one-on-ones will move to a fixed weekly slot starting next week, and we're adding billing cross-training for two more people before the end of June.
I also heard, from nearly all of you, how much you value having Tom in the room when a call goes sideways, and I passed that on.
Thanks again, and please feel free to reach out to me at any time if I can be of any assistance. 
Dana



	WHAT DANA OWED
Priya. Dana asked Tom about Priya leading a huddle. He hadn't known Priya wanted it and was glad to hear it. Priya ran the June 8 huddle.
Jordan. Dana asked Tom whether he knew Jordan wanted the product team. He didn't. Tom set up the coffee with the product team lead himself. Both employees heard back from their own manager. Final loop closed.
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