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GUIDE TO ADDRESSING POOR PERFORMANCE
As stated in the Performance Management policy, there will be specific steps taken when employee performance problems arise.  Using a consistent approach across the entire company will ensure that the process is fair and effective for all employees.  A standardized process also decreases the likelihood that managerial bias and personal opinions or stereotypes impact how the employee is treated throughout the process as well as the final outcome.  

Throughout this process, a good practice is to relate performance objectives to company goals.  Think about:

· What is the company’s mission?  

· What are the goals of the company?

· How does each job contribute to company goals?

· Why is each job within the company important?

Managers need to understand the answers to these questions adequately in order for them to be able to explain it to their employees.  Taking key words from your mission statement and using them in your discussions with employees will help them to understand the importance of their job and how it connects to the overall success of the company.

When a performance problem arises, following the steps outlined below will provide you an effective process for addressing the issue with the employee.

Step 1 – Prepare

You have identified a performance issue with an employee.  Before you have a discussion with the employee, put your thoughts and the facts about the problem on paper.  This way, you will be able to refer to your notes during the meeting to keep the discussion on track and make sure you cover everything you want to.  Preparing in this manner will also focus your discussion on the specific behaviours that are not meeting expectations, while staying away from discussing personal qualities or characteristics.
You should review (and have available during discussions with the employee) a copy of the job description and any training or procedural manuals provided to the employee that relate to the performance problem.  

Question:
Has the employee been sufficiently trained and shown how to perform the problem task(s) properly on their own?

If No
The poor performance may not be the employee’s fault.  It may be a training issue, not a performance management one.  You or an appropriate person needs to show the employee what they are supposed to do and make sure they know what they are doing before leaving them alone to perform the task on their own.  Only after you are sure that they fully understand the task, should you continue with this formal performance management process.

If Yes
There is a performance issue and you need to have a discussion with the employee about the problem.  Continue to Step 2.

Step 2 – First Meeting

While you may eventually use this performance management process to justify any disciplinary action you may take, up to and including the termination of an employee, it is far more productive for the first meeting to have a positive tone to it.  At this point, you are only trying to help the employee, not discipline them.

Set aside appropriate time in your schedule to meet with the employee – you do not want the meeting to be rushed or interrupted. You should also never re-schedule this meeting as you risk giving the employee the impression that the meeting is really not that important.  Ensure that you have a private area available to meet in where your conversation will not be overheard by others (meeting room, office, etc).  Privacy and confidentiality is extremely important when dealing with these types of issues.  Never have a performance management discussion or criticize an employee’s work in front of their co-workers.

It is important to remain professional, calm and unemotional during this meeting.  Do not raise your voice, yell or swear at the employee.  This is not a personal issue between you and the employee; it is a business issue between an employee and their supervisor/manager, on behalf of the company.  Even if the employee gets excited, you need to remain calm.  If the employee remains quiet, you may need to encourage discussion.  Keeping individual differences in mind during your discussion will help you choose the most effective ways to state things in order to encourage dialogue.

Following is a template to follow for this meeting:

· “Employee Name, how are things?”

· “Everything okay on the line? (in your job?)”

· It is important to allow the employee to raise any issues that may be affecting their job performance before you start outlining the problem(s).  

· If they raise any issues, you can then tell them “I’ve noticed some problems with your performance recently, is this what’s causing them?”  If the reasons are regarding equipment, tools, workspace, etc., you will have to decide whether they are potentially valid and respond.  If the reasons are medical in nature, you will want to refer to company policy and legislation on ‘duty to accommodate’ and consult with your benefits and insurance provider.  In this case, you may need to end the meeting by telling the employee that you will need to get more information and that you will get back to them shortly.  If you need further assistance, contact a qualified professional (HR Consultant, Lawyer).  

· If no issues are raised and you get an ‘everything is fine’ answer, proceed with your next question.

· “Employee Name, the reason I wanted to speak with you today is that I’ve noticed some problems with your performance recently.  Specifically, (outline the issues, including specific examples, from the notes you made in Step 1).  Are there any reasons why you’re not getting this work done (at the level we expect, up to standards, on time, etc)?”
· Depending on their response, you may have follow-up questions related to the specific tasks and accountabilities of the job.  Once you are satisfied that you have adequately discussed the issue, proceed with the meeting.

· Clearly explain the company’s expectations to the employee with regard to how the job is to be performed (quality, speed, accuracy, etc).  Move forward by asking, “Employee Name, are there any reasons why you won’t be able to meet those expectations going forward?”  

· It is likely that the employee will say that there are no reasons and that they will do better.  If they do bring up reasons, you will need to respond to them as outlined earlier in this template.  

· Once the discussion of the specific issues is complete, you can start to close the meeting.  “Employee Name, I am here to help you meet the expectations of your job.  If you ever have questions or concerns, don’t hesitate to see me about them.  Please do understand though that part of my job is to have discussions like this when job performance is not up to par.  I am confident that you have it in you to do this job well.  Hopefully, we won’t need to have another one of these.”

· Send the employee back to their job or home if the meeting was at the end of the day/shift.

· Make notes summarizing the meeting and keep them in a file in case performance does not improve and you need to continue the performance management process.  Focus your notes on factual events and behaviours rather than general statements about the person to ensure that personal biases are not driving the situation. 
Step 3 – Second Meeting

Should performance continue to not meet expectations/standards, you will need to again meet with the employee.  Depending on how aggressive your company wants to be with its performance management process, you may choose to essentially repeat the Step 2 meeting, or proceed to the next level of the process as outlined in this step.

Follow the same meeting preparation as you did in Step 1, including referring to the notes you made from your first meeting.  In addition, you will want to have copies of the Performance Improvement Plan template and the cover letter (available in this section).  Prepare and sign two copies of the cover letter and have them ready to present to the employee.

Again, ensure that your meeting location is private and that you set aside sufficient time.  The tone of this meeting will be more serious than the first meeting, but should still have a supportive feel to it.

Following is a template to follow for this second meeting:

· “Employee Name, we met on (date of first meeting) to discuss some aspects of your performance that were not meeting expectations, specifically (review the performance issues raised in first meeting).  Unfortunately, there has not been (any, enough, sufficient) improvement and this is becoming a more serious issue.”

· “As you know, it is our policy to formally address continued sub-par performance.  Today, I am going to outline to you how the process works and what will be happening over the next (use appropriate timeframe based on the performance issue – week, two weeks, month).  We are going to set-up a performance improvement plan for you to help you meet the expectations/standards of your job.”

· Hand the employee a blank copy of the Performance Improvement Plan template. “This is our Performance Improvement Plan template.  This is the tool we are going to use to track your performance and help us focus on the specific areas where you need to improve.”

· “We are going to fill in this Performance Improvement Plan together so that we are both clear and in agreement on the expectations we have of you over the next (timeframe as stated above).”

· Complete the form with the employee, ensuring you give the employee opportunities to voice their views of what kind of support would help them improve.  Clearly note the specific areas requiring improvement, the desired performance levels, and the timeframes within which the improvement is required and when you will next be meeting to review their progress.  Depending on the issue, the timeframe for improvement may range from immediate to several weeks.  Progress review meetings should be at least once per week, unless the improvement timeframes are immediate, where the progress meeting might be held in two to three days.  You may also want to review the Developing SMART Objectives guide in this section for additional information.
· Once the form is completed and the employee understands the expectations that the company has of them, you should present them the cover letter and review it with them.

· After answering any questions they might have, ask them to sign one copy of the cover letter and the Performance Improvement Plan document you prepared during the meeting.  The employee will keep one of the cover letters and should be provided a photocopy of the Performance Improvement Plan.  Add your copies of the letter and the Plan to the file with your notes from the first meeting with the employee.

· Close the meeting with a positive statement such as “Employee Name, I believe that you can meet the requirements of this job if you commit yourself to it.  I am hopeful that when we get together next, we will be able to say ‘problem solved’ and put this behind us.”

· Monitor performance and conduct the Progress Review Meeting on the agreed upon day.  It is important for you to meet on the dates committed for you to be able to hold the employee accountable for their performance improvement commitments.

Step 4 – Progress Review Meetings

On each scheduled meeting date, perform the preparation routine you have been following throughout the process.

Following is a template to follow for Progress Review Meetings:

· Open the meeting with a reminder to the employee that “We are here today to review your progress against the objectives we agreed to in your Performance Improvement Plan.”

· Start by asking the employee how they feel their progress has been compared to the plan.

· Next, provide your feedback as to how the company views their progress.

· Discuss any differences between the two viewpoints with the employee and reinforce the company’s feedback.  If things are not progressing well, be prepared for excuses of all types.  Some of these may be personal and sensitive in nature, but it is important that you stay on track with your discussion.  If the employee is having personal problems, be supportive, but also consider whether the problems are relevant to the performance issues you are there to address with the employee.  Once you are comfortable that the employee understands the company’s viewpoint, you can proceed to the next step.

· You will want to note progress to date on the Performance Improvement Plan document and have both you and the employee initial and date the new notes.  

· The next step will be somewhat dependent on where you are at in the process and how aggressive your company wants to be in the performance management process. 

·  If this was the first Progress Review against a several week timeframe, your closing comment will depend on the level of progress that was made. 

· If there was none, or performance worsened, “We really need to see a commitment from you that you want to make this work.  I hope we will have better results to discuss in our next meeting.”  

· If there was some, “You are on the right track.  If you continue to build on the improvement you’ve made so far, we should have pretty good results to talk about at the next meeting.”  

· If strong improvement, “You’ve made some great progress.  Keep up the positive momentum and I am hopeful that when we get together next, we will be close to saying ‘problem solved’ and putting this behind us.”

· If this is a Progress Review on an immediate timeframe or is a second or third meeting on a longer timeframe plan and the employee is not meeting the improvement commitments, you are at a point where you may consider adding disciplinary action to the program to reinforce the seriousness of the situation.

· Potential disciplinary action could include: 

· Performance Warning Letter (see sample in this section)

· Suspension without pay (see sample in this section)

· Termination of Employment – if you have given the employee a fair opportunity to meet performance standards and have provided reasonable assistance to them through the performance management process, you may choose to terminate their employment.  The timeframes and level of assistance necessary to justify termination vary based on several factors, including length of service, job level and the age of the employee.  It is recommended that you consult a qualified professional for confirmation that your efforts to date support the decision to terminate and to confirm the notice and severance provisions of your provincial legislation.

· If the employee has improved and is now meeting standards, you will want to congratulate them on their improvement and reinforce that they need to maintain performance at this level going forward.  It is recommended that the Progress Review Meeting process continue for an appropriate additional timeframe after acceptable performance is first reached in order to ensure sustained improvement.  Failure to sustain the improved performance should be documented and would likely be responded to by the company with disciplinary action as outlined above.

· Once the employee has proved that they are able to sustain improved performance and consistently meet performance standards, you can conclude the process.  You will also want to recognize the effort and improvement with a sincere statement thanking them for their effort and commitment and congratulating them on their achievement.  The completed Performance Improvement Plan file should be maintained by you or placed in the employee’s official file in case there are further performance issues with the employee in the future.


