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managementSOLUtIOnS

Managers occasionally find themselves having to confront a 
personnel issue within their organizations. They know it 
needs to be addressed, and yet they find great displeasure 

in confronting the employee with the issue. Worse yet, they know 
that if they can’t turn difficult employees around, they may have 
to terminate them. This leads to another series of challenges and 
potential legal issues. 

Good news: Most employees with performance problems can 
be turned around. After all, the company has already made 
a significant investment in each employee, and losing that 
investment along with all of their acquired knowledge would 
indeed be a loss.  

This is where a Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) becomes 
invaluable. A PIP provides 
a structured agreement as to 
the issues, the impact of those 
issues, and a corrective plan 
with follow-up activities to 
correct the issues. It is very 
important that this process 
is well documented. Even 
if a manager knows the end 
results will be termination, he 
or she should always be able 
to document a factually solid, 
rational reason, regardless of 
whether the employment is 
at will.  

A PIP allows a manager to set out, in clear and obvious 
language, what the employee is expected to change. One of the 
challenges many organizations have is that people do not always 
know what is expected of them or receive feedback as to how 
well they are (or are not) meeting those expectations. Many 
employees with behavioral problems can be turned if they receive 
the right guidance, as well as clear roles and responsibilities, and 
clear consequences. After all, employees want to be successful in 
their jobs.

 
What’s in a PiP?
A PIP provides information that is often missing or vague with 
employees. In their 1990 book, Improving Performance: Managing 
the White Space, Geary Rummler and Alan Brache discussed the six 
factors that influence individual performance. Figure 1 illustrates 
those six performance factors. 

The six factors break down as follows:

Factor One: Performance Specifications.•	  Do the individuals 
clearly understand their roles and responsibilities as part of 
the expectations for their job? Has someone outlined, in clear 
language, what they need to do, how well it is to be done, 
and how they will be measured at doing it? If they do not 
have a clear understanding of the job requirements and what 
constitutes successful outcomes, then their supervisors and 
managers have failed.
Factor Two: Support and Resources.•	  Has the employee 
received the necessary material, time, tools, and support to 
accomplish the job that was detailed in the Performance 

Specifications? If their 
managers tell them to do 
a good job but rush them 
due to pressures of time, 
then their choice may be 
to do it fast rather than do 
it right. Managers can send 
mixed messages and fail to 
understand why employees are 
unable to do what is needed. 
It is a manager’s job to ensure 
that employees have what 
they need to accomplish 
the job.

Factor Four: Individual Capacity.•	  Does the employee have 
the mental, physical, and emotional capacity to do the job 
well? Or does management have the wrong person in the right 
job? Although this is less of a factor than the others, it must be 
considered when repeated failures occur.  
Factor Five: Consequences.•	  Has management provided 
rewards and recognition for above average performance? Has 
it provided consequences in the event that employees choose 
not to perform as expected? Often there are few, if any, positive 
consequences for employees to do their jobs right and few, if 
any, penalties if they choose not to do their jobs. The old adage, 
“what gets rewarded gets repeated,” is true for most people.
Factor Six: Skills and Knowledge.•	  Does the person have the 
needed skills and knowledge to perform the job to the level that 
is expected? Has management provided them with the required 
training and education as to what to do, when to do it, and how 
well it is to be done? 
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imPlementing a PiP
The PIP is designed to aid in developing a 
productive discussion between an employee 
and his or her supervisor by clarifying 
the work performance and behavior to 
be improved. The PIP addresses the six 
performance factors and is implemented, at 
the judgment of the employee’s supervisor, 
when it becomes necessary to them to 
improve their performance. The supervisor 
develops a plan for improvement that 
lays out, in understandable terms, what is 
expected and how it will be measured.

The supervisor’s manager and a 
Human Resources rep (if there is an 
HR department) should review the plan 

before it is rolled out to the employee. 
The following steps should be taken in 
implementing a PIP:

Describe the issues and areas for •	
performance improvement, as well as 
the importance of improving.
Ask for the employee’s opinion as to •	
why the problem has occurred, and 
listen to the answers.
Explain the impact or consequence of •	
the employee’s actions or inactions.
Tell the employee the performance •	
that is to be improved, along with 
the standards or criteria that will be 
measured.
State how management will provide •	
resources and support to make the 
employee successful with the change.
Establish meeting dates to review •	
progress, as well as a deadline for 
correction.
State in clear language what the •	
consequences will be if the standards or 
criteria are not met by a given date.
Give a summary of the key action items •	
and agree on the go-forward steps.
Offer support and express confidence •	
in the employee being able to make the 
change.

Figure 2 shows an actual PIP document 
used to turn around an employee (name 
changed) with a variety of problems. It 
starts with a summary of the deficiencies 
or issues. 

It is vital that the session end on 
a positive note by reassuring the 
employee that he or she is valuable to 
the organization and can change. It is 
important to allow them to retain their 
self-respect and know that management 
has confidence in their ability to become 
productive again.

As the document illustrates, management 
must cover all six performance factors 
by making sure employees know what 
they are supposed to do and how well 
they will have to do it; ensuring that 
training has been identified and required; 
scheduling coaching and feedback that 
will identify barriers and review progress; 
providing management support; identifying 
consequences; and reassuring the employee 
that they have the ability and capacity 
to become a fruitful and productive 
contributor again. 

When an employee fails, management 
fails. Converting a marginal employee 
into a good one is easier than finding and 
training a new one.  
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