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Identifying Low Performers

If you’re concerned about an employee’s performance, ask yourself these questions.

· What would the ideal staffer do in a similar context? The bar that you use to assess performance should not be “the best this person could do,” but rather a vision of what a high-performing staff member would do in the role.

· Is the issue one of fundamental fit for the position, or one that could be resolved if you made a one-time investment of time helping the person improve? (Such help should not be unlimited, since you can’t afford to spend significant amount of time training an employee who shouldn’t need that level of help.)

· What is your gut telling you?  If your gut is telling you there’s a problem, it’s probably reacting a larger body of knowledge than you realize. 

· Pretend that you have a red button which, if pushed, would lead to your staff member being replaced instantaneously, without any difficult conversations or the hassles of interviewing and training someone new. Would you push the button?

· Pretend that the staff member walked into your office and told you she was leaving to take another job. Do you feel panic or relief?

If you conclude from this checklist that your staff person is not the right fit for the position, you have the following options:

1.  A formal progressive discipline process – Most organizations follow a process that includes an informal warning and a formal written warning accompanied by a performance improvement plan, followed by termination if the staff member doesn’t meet the bar laid out in the improvement plan. Check the resources page at www.managementcenter.org/resources for sample performance warnings.
2. Coaching out – Coaching out involves an honest conversation about the staff member’s fundamental fitness for the role with the aim of agreeing that continued tenure in the role in the role doesn’t make sense and developing a smooth transition plan (allowing the staff member time to search for another job and you time to search for a replacement). Coaching out can be the right choice for mediocre performers, staff members who have been with you a long time, or staff members who are good but not quite the right fit for the job. Check the resources page at www.managementcenter.org/resources for a sample coaching out script.
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