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4 Dealing with issues 
(performance, timekeeping 
etc) 

Importance of prompt action 
Face to face conversations 
Identifying issues and recording discussions 
When and how to escalate to a formal process 
 

 

 

 

Importance of prompt action 

Dealing with issues when they arise, and not allowing them to escalate makes them easier 

to handle and the solutions are often more straightforward as a result.    

If the issue is new and is not considered to be a serious breach of policy or procedure, this 

can be dealt with informally in the first instance by taking the employee aside and discussing 

the issue. Hopefully, having this conversation will make the employee aware of your 

expectations and the issue will soon be resolved. If you let the issue continue without 

addressing it in good time, the employee may not think that there is an issue and may 

believe that their performance is acceptable. It can be demotivating to an employee to be 

told that their performance isn’t up to scratch, let alone being told that this has been the 

case for weeks or months when they have believed there hasn’t been an issue. 

Feedback from other employees or managers about a member of staff need to be looked 

into as quickly as possible. Ask for examples of this or ask why they believe the employee in 

question isn’t performing as well as they should be. It is advised you investigate further 

yourself before having a conversation with the employee so you can make your own 

judgement about how to deal with the issue. 

The Managers role is to help people who are underperforming by: 

• Helping them deliver to the best of their ability 

• Meet the standards expected of them 

• Not allowing the situation to escalate  

The two main aims of prompt action: 

1. See an improvement in performance 

2. Avoid escalation to disciplinary matter 
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How to carry out performance conversations 

Performance related issues should always be face to face. You have to put yourself in the 

employee’s shoes and ask yourself how you’d like to be spoken to if you were having a 

performance conversation and how it would make you feel.  

Approach: 

Make sure conversations happen in private with yourself and the employee, even if these 

conversations are informal. Explain to the employee why it is important you talk sooner 

rather than later and explain you would like to have a conversation about a performance 

issue. 

Situation: 

Always start by outlining your understanding of the situation, whether you have witnessed 

the issue yourself or have been told about the issues – you are not obliged to tell the 

employee who you have spoken to but you should give them details of what you believe to 

have happened.   

Impact: 

Describe the impact of the issue on you, others, the team or the business using facts and 

objective information. This will show the employee the seriousness of the issue and 

hopefully expressed why the performance issue needs to be addressed. 

Always ask what the employee’s thoughts are or their versions of events. They should not 

be made to feel they cannot express their ‘side of the story’ and an underlying factor may 

become apparent as to why they are not performing. 

  

What reactions do you think you may get? 
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Change: 

Be clear what your expectations are for the future and make sure they are specific. You 

should ask if the employee needs further support or training if they identify any obstacles to 

them achieving the desired result. 

Document an action plan for the employee to achieve the desired result and make sure they 

know they can always approach you for support. Some employees may feel like they have 

had a ‘telling off’ and if they ask for support may believe they will lose their job straight 

away. Reassure them that you will work with them, not against them, and you want them to 

achieve the desired results and resolve the issue with certain criteria. 

Consequences: 

Explain that the resolution of the issue will not only benefit the business, but it will also 

benefit the employee. On the flip side, you also need to explain the consequences if the 

issue continues with no improvement – make sure you are aware of the formal processes in 

case the employee asks about the next steps. 

Identifying issues and recording discussions  

What examples of underperformance can you think of? 
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Underperformance is usually due to one of these situations: 

1. A lack of knowledge 

2. A lack of skill  

3. Poor attitude/low motivation  

4. Lack of resources/poor processes  

 

Lack of skill or knowledge: 

You can address this by providing further training, educate them by offering training courses 

if appropriate or ‘buddy’ them up with another colleague who has the experience to 

transfer. Training packages can also be completed online and it is in the company’s best 

interest to pay for these if the employee will gain vital knowledge from them – it will be far 

less expensive to train someone on a certain aspect of their role rather than recruitment to 

replace them if the issue is dealt with at the first sign of an issue. 

 

 

 

 

 

Lack of willingness: 

need to encourage them to tell you why they feel demotivated as this may bring up an 

underlying issue either in their role or personal life. You are the best influence for the 

employee, so you need to make sure you are setting the right example at all times and using 

your influence to motivate your team. Persuade them that they can do the role and that you 

are always there to support them. 

 

 

 

 

Lack of resources or poor processes 

If the reason is lack of resources or poor processes, you need to review this immediately. If 

you find this to be the case, you either need to solve the problem or escalate it to the next 

level, raising your concern as to why these need to be solved as soon as possible as it is 

causing performance issues. A lack of resources does not make an employee accountable 
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for their performance if they are trying to work at the best of their ability with poor 

resources – you could question as to why the issue wasn’t raised by the employee before 

you have picked it up. 

Important points when dealing with underperformance conversations 

• Find the root cause – don’t make assumptions. Be prepared for underlying factors. 

• Different causes need different actions – not a ‘one size fits all’ approach 

• Telling doesn’t always work – be prepared to try a number of different approaches  

• See what you can find out about a person’s learning style – do they listen to words, 

are they more hands on or do they prefer visual information such as a diagram or 

drawing?  

• Be specific – tell them what is unsatisfactory and what you want them to do 

differently 

• Don’t hint or generalise – this doesn’t help anyone and ends in confusion and 

misunderstanding.  

 

Most important 

Taking notes, even during or after an informal coversation, is very important for record 

keeping purposes. These can then be referred to in the future if the issue is ongoing and 

proves that you have tried to resolve the issue before taking it to a formal process. Writing 

up an action plan after a performance discussion will give the employee a clear view of what 

they need to improve on and directions in how this will be achieved.  

What would you aim to include in a written performance improvement plan? 
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They should already be aware of these if they have been picked up on before, so receiving 

an improvement notice should not be a shock to them. Improvement notices clearly outline 

what needs to be achieved and in what time frame the improvements need to be made by. 

Always set a review date to see if the desired results have been achieved and let the 

employee know the consequences of not fulfilling this notice. 

A good plan will include: 

• Explanations of concerns regarding performance  

• Objectives to achieve  

• Specific actions to take  

• Any support/training the Manager or business is going to provide  

• Success criteria – how you will know that the improvement is being seen  

• Date for review 

 

Try setting SMART goals! 

What do you think the formal process stages are for performance issues? 

 
When and how to escalate to a formal process 
 
If after having an informal conversation and/or improvement notice an employee is still 
underperforming, it is time to take it to a formal level. Have a formal discussion with the 
employee and express that you are taking a formal process on their performance and 
explain what these issues are.  
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Following a formal capability process is similar to dealing with a disciplinary matter. 
 
You must: 
 
Investigate/gather evidence to support your assertion that the employee is 
underperforming; 
Invite them to a formal review meeting; 
Allow them to be accompanied; 
Listen to their explanation/s; 
Agree any support plans (such as further training) that need to be in place; 
Consider a formal outcome. 
 
Typical outcomes are: 
 

 
 
Verbal warning 
 
Only issued if the matter is not particularly serious or if there are specific circumstances that 
mean that a formal warning is not appropriate. 
 
First written warning 
 
Typically, the next step after an improvement notice doesn’t achieve the desired level of 
improvement. 
 
 
 

Verbal Warning
First written 

warning
Final written 

warning
Dismissal
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Final written warning 
 
Likely to be used if a first written warning has already been issued in the past (and is still 
valid) OR if the failure to perform is particularly serious (e.g. has had or could have serious 
consequences for the business). 
 
Dismissal 
 
Normally used if a final written warning is already in place and is valid. 
 
Decision to dismiss is a tough one and should be carefully considered to ensure it’s a fair 
and reasonable response. 
 
Dismissal will be (in this instance) for capability, i.e. the person is not capable of carrying out 
their role correctly.   
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What are you going to do differently? 

 

Contact: 

Keeping HR Simple  

Katherine Duff 

01487 815720 

 

 


