	39
	Don’t Hire a Crook!


	Lesson 18 - Dealing with Unsatisfactory Employees
	183



	18
	How to Deal With Unsatisfactory Employees


At one time or another, most companies must deal with problems of unsatisfactory employee performance or misconduct. Since either of these problem types have severe negative effects upon the morale of the employees and safety in the workplace, employers must respond swiftly and decisively.  

The first step in the solution is to determine whether to handle the problem as one of performance or misconduct. The way you handle employees who just won’t do their jobs or are constantly tardy is much different than how to handle workplace violence or substance abuse problems. The “problem” is that many seemingly performance problems can ultimately be traced to some form of misconduct. 

This lesson will provide you with important first steps in the prevention and initial solution of these problems. The topic of how to manage and disciple unsatisfactory employees is extensive goes well beyond the pages in this lesson. For more information about what to do when you encounter severe cases of anger, insubordination, alcohol and drug problems, we suggest reviewing the Recommended Resources section found at the end of this lesson.  

Recognizing the Root of the Problem

When there is a problem with an employee, the real key to finding a solution is to first identify the real reason or reason why.  The following are possible scenarios that may trigger unsatisfactory performance or misconduct.  This list will help employers gain insight into the point-of-view of those whom they must discipline.  

· Perhaps the employee was not informed of the company’s policies or what constitutes acceptable behavior or job performance. If employees are ignorant of the rules, they cannot be expected to abide by them.  Communication is key.

· The employee may not understand his or her importance to the company as a whole.  Maybe the employee feels powerless or unimportant.  All employees should feel empowered.

· The employee may have personal problems that are not left at the door when the person comes to work. 

· Perhaps the employee lacks incentive.  The rewards for good performance may have not been made clear.

· The employee’s training may have been inadequate or incomplete.  In this case, additional training is an option that should be explored.

· The wrong personality was hired for the job. Perhaps there was no consideration given to whether the employee was an introvert or an extrovert.  For example, if an introvert is to perform the duties of a receptionist, they may have trouble with calls or not have the “voice of authority” needed. 

· Poor job performance may be the result of the abdication of responsibility by former or current managers. Perhaps previous managers did not take the time to spell out, in measurable terms, the employee’s job requirements. 

· Perhaps a lack of workload gives the employee too much free time. The employee may not be challenged by their assignments.

· There may be a medical problem that the employee has not disclosed. 

Recognizing the root of the problem may very well determine how to deal with a troubled employee. If items like “lack of training” or “the wrong person for the job” are issues, then the problem is yours. The solution calls for adjustments from both of you. 

Disciplinary Measures vs. Corrective Actions

Disciplinary measures are called for when there is misconduct. Corrective actions are the norm for dealing with problems of unsatisfactory performance.  Both can be handled with a corrective interview, although severe misconduct may require immediate action. The following conditions must be defined in your company’s disciplinary policy:

· When prior warnings are necessary before action can be taken

· What and when supervisors may take disciplinary action

· What penalties are available

The action and penalty of a disciplinary measure may be spelled out in the company’s employee handbook. If not, use the list above and the chart below to create your company disciplinary table.

Prepare for the Common Problems

The better prepared for dealing with an employee problem, the better the possibility of creating a solution.

" KEY POINT:  An employer must always make time to listen to employees when problems develop.

Taking the time to listen gives the employer the opportunity to gather first hand information which, invariably, can be used to some degree in the process of solving the problem and prevent future problems. The problem may have resulted from a lack of communication, a loophole in a policy, not following proper procedures or something else entirely.  Perhaps, a policy needs to be made clearer or a new one needs to be established.  

As an exercise in preparation, take the list of common problems below and add your idea of the proper company policy or action. Under the warning column, jot down what you consider to be a “performance improvement period.”  For example, an initial warning for excessive tardiness could be monitoring arrival times for two months. Another occurrence of tardiness within the period could trigger a suspension.

	
	Warning
	Action
	Termination

	Absenteeism
	
	
	

	Alcohol or drugs on the job
	
	
	

	Anger or threatening behavior
	
	
	

	Inability to get along with others
	
	
	

	Insubordination to a customer
	
	
	

	Insubordination to a supervisor
	
	
	

	Inadequate job performance
	
	
	

	Lack of productivity
	
	
	

	Tardiness
	
	
	

	Violence
	
	
	


Of course, you may find there are problems not on this list that are inherent to your particular business. After you add those problems and corresponding answers, you have a good general outline of your company’s policy of dealing with problem employees.  

A Motivational Approach to Discipline

When disciplining an employee, be sure to make statements centered on the behavior rather than on the person.  Also, make sure that the statements originate from you by including the phrase “I feel.” For example, don’t say, “You have a poor attitude when you answer the phone” or “You are not a very neat person.”  Instead, say, “When you answer the phone, I feel as though you have an attitude sometimes” or “When you write illegibly, I feel frustrated when trying to process your reports.”

In other words, follow this basic model:

“When you (fill-in-the-blank with a description of the unacceptable behavior), then I feel (mention your reaction and/or conflict here).”

Here are some more examples:

“When you arrive late, I feel overwhelmed trying to handle the customers.”

“When you miss your deadline, I feel pressured to take up the slack.”

By focusing on the behavior of the employee, you will not risk injuring his or her self-esteem, which can lower the employee’s productivity and make him or her resent you.  Also, by including “I feel” statements, you are expressing your opinion clearly, and acknowledging that it is only your opinion and not necessarily that of everyone else.

Oftentimes supervisors who use this approach will say, “When you (blank), I feel disappointed.”  Then, the supervisor will follow-up with some positive statements, indicating that he or she believes in the capabilities of the employee (e.g. “I know you can do better.  I saw the excellent job you did on the [blank] project.”).  These types of statements usually result in the employee feeling that the supervisor cares about what he or she does.  In fact, they will know that the supervisor is disappointed with poor performance and expects better from them. When such statements are used, employees may leave disciplinary meetings resolved to do better and feeling confident. Someone actually cares about their performance. 

Give the employee an opportunity to provide a solution.  Ask him or her, “What do you think you might do differently next time?”  People are less resistant to their own suggestions.  Plus, when a solution is provided directly from the person being disciplined, it feels less like a punishment.

How to Conduct Corrective Interviews

Many managers and supervisors shy away from conducting corrective interviews because they view them as distasteful. They feel that such interviews may create a caustic environment that will leave both sides unhappy.  Realize that you cannot make progress with a difficult employee by shying away from the problem. The answer is to be direct and honest about the problem with the employee. The same Performance Review used in Lesson 17 is appropriate for a corrective interview.

The following guidelines will assist in conducting corrective interviews. While many of the points covered below assume that interview is corrective in nature, these points are valid when dealing with disciplinary actions. 

Caution: Prepare for the interview beforehand. 

Do the following:

· Get the facts.

· Identify the reason for the poor performance or conduct.

· Consider the employee’s entire performance, not just the episodes of unsatisfactory behavior. Also, gather positive aspects of employee’s performance.

Conduct all corrective interviews in private.  

Many supervisors witness a violation of a work or safety rule and feel that they must act immediately to correct the employee.  Consequently, the supervisor disciplines the employee in front of his or her peers. This negatively impacts the employee’s self-esteem and it sends a mixed message to observers. It may even make you look rash or inconsiderate. 

Set aside time. 

Provide enough time so that the session will not be rushed and thus insignificant.  Eliminate the possibility of interruptions.  Also, do not schedule the meeting just before the employee’s break or lunch period, or Friday afternoon or Monday morning.

Remain calm.  

Avoid anger and irritation.  It is not “get-even” time.  Plan the interview so that you may open the dialogue in a relaxed manner.  Remember to think objectively.

Stick to the topic. 

Stay focused on the topic; do not get sidetracked. For example, do not discuss salary in relation to performance or misconduct.

Start slowly and positively.  

Begin the interview with a “small talk.” Expect a positive outcome no matter what the history.  Don’t talk about the employee’s unsatisfactory performance right away.  You should ease into it. However, there are situations where getting directly to the problem may be the most effective.

Be up front and firm. 

Inform the employee of the purpose for the meeting.  For example, “The reason for this meeting is to discuss your job and how I can help you overcome some of the difficulties you may be experiencing.” They should feel that you are being objective, not intrusive.

Review the employee’s job description. 

Be prepared to discuss all of the employee’s responsibilities, yet do not give the impression that the interview is strictly structured by having the job description or a hit list of the responsibilities in front of you.

Start with the good news. 

Discuss the parts of the employee’s job that he or she is doing best.  Start by asking how the employee feels he or she is doing in the areas.  The employee will probably respond that he or she feels “good” about them.  Since it is true, respond that his or her performance in these areas is “better than good.”  Review of these positive aspects will make the employee realize that the meeting is not a “witch hunt” and should alleviate suspicions and defensiveness.

Progress from the good to the bad. 

Continue the list of job responsibilities until reaching the area of poor performance.  Ask him or her to rate performance in these areas as well.  You might even have the employee choose from “excellent, good, fair or poor.”

Be specific regarding the poor performance. 

Point out an area in which the employee can improve.  Give an example and add that you will do all that you can to help the employee better his or her performance. Be clear.  Broad statements only result in confusion, resistance and defensiveness.  Determine the examples before holding the meeting.

Refrain from explaining over and over.

Telling someone repeatedly what they did wrong will not motivate them to do something right. Ask questions instead of repeating faults. 

Set them up for success.

To start, ask them to do something simple and easy. Give yourself a reason to give praise at a later meeting. 

Give equal time to the employee. 

He or she should be allowed to present his or her side of the story.  Don’t interrupt and never show displeasure or disagreement.  You may find that you did not have all the facts.

End on a positive note. 

 Tell the employee that the interview was time well spent, and that you hope the employee also found it to be of value. 

Follow-up.  

Schedule a specific time for a follow-up review. Saying you’re going to check on the employee’s progress and then fail to do so sends a bad message.  However, do not crowd the employee by constantly looking over his or her shoulder.  Continue to provide coaching as needed, and as performance improves, use your best judgment as to when to decrease your coaching on the issue. 

Recognize Improvement

When an employee’s performance improves, it is important to acknowledge it.  Without recognition of a job well done, the employee may not realize that there are certain behaviors they should continue.

Lesson Summary:

· The first step in the solution process is to determine whether to handle the problem as one of performance or misconduct. The way you handle employees who just won’t do their jobs or are constantly tardy is much different than how to handle workplace violence or drug problems.

· An employer must make time to listen to employees when problems develop.  The problem may have resulted from a lack of communication, a loophole in a policy, not following proper procedures or something else entirely.  Taking the time to listen will give the employer the opportunity to prevent future problems.

· When disciplining an employee, be sure to make statements centered on the behavior rather than on the person.

· The following are key points when conducting a corrective interview:

· Prepare for the interview beforehand. 

· Conduct all corrective interviews in private.  

· Set aside time. 

· Remain calm.  

· Stick to the topic. 

· Start slowly and positively.  

· Be up front and firm. 

· Review the employee’s job description. 

· Start with the good news. 

· Be specific regarding the poor performance. 

· Refrain from explaining over and over.

· Set them up for success.

· Give equal time to the employee. 

· End on a positive note. 

· Follow-up.  

· Document the session. Indicate all employee concerns and reactions.  Document the agreed upon actions to be completed by the employee and by the company. Schedule a tentative time for the next review. 

Recommended Resources:

http://www.dol.gov/dol/asp/public/programs/drugs/employer.htm

Entitled An Employer's Guide to Dealing With Substance Abuse, this is an excellent site presented by the National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and Drug Information.

http://www.lectlaw.com/files/emp03.htm

From the 'Lectric Law Library, an excellent article entitled An Employer's Guide To Dealing With Substance Abuse.

http://humanresources.about.com/careers/humanresources

Click on the “Performance Management” heading; there’s lots of good reading and ideas here.







