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SOLVING UNDERPERFORMANCE ISSUES
“We need to restructure your team, so find some reasons we can let go of two people as
underperformers.” While this is not word for word accurate, I know some managers that
were recently given this message. “The business is underperforming, so it is time to trim
the fat. We don’t want to lose our top performers, but for sure we can get rid of a few
underperformers. All we need is a few reasons so we can justify their firing.”
Personally, I wanted to scream when I heard this. This type of approach to firing someone
is reprehensible, often because the employee is caught unaware of any performance
issues. One day they are doing fine, and the next they are being shown the door. And it
shouldn’t surprise us that people distrust leaders, HR, or how their company manages
performance. Would you trust a company that did this to their people?
Unfortunately, this type of approach is also a lot more common than we want to admit.
The uncomfortable truth is that too many managers ignore performance issues when times
are good. And then when the times turn bad, they grab the simplest solution … fire the
person immediately. At the same time, little thought is given to the colleagues that
remain. While they survived this round, the fear and the mistrust of the company and its
leaders has been burned into their bones.
It was because of situations like this that I started a multi-part series on Performance
Management Fundamentals. The goal was to provide you with some simple and basic tools
that you could use to unlock the performance of your people. In previous months’ articles,
we discussed why banks should empower their people to determine their own goals and
use frequent one on one meetings to coach the performance of their people. We also
wrote about how you should update how they measure performance, and then reward
people based on that performance. This month we will focus on underperforming
employees and what you can do about them.
Milestone 1 - Provide Feedback Identifying Their Underperformance
The first thing you need to do to address issues of underperformance is to give direct and
honest feedback to the person. You owe it to them to highlight issues where they are
struggling, before it reaches the threshold of termination. We recommend the Fierce
Feedback model and have written about it previously. Basically, this approach to
feedback is built around five simple steps:
1. What Happened - Describe the behavior that you observed, while being as specific and
direct as possible. The goal should be to describe what they did in one to two sentences.
Any longer and it becomes you just monologuing how bad they were. Focus it down, so
you can clearly say “you did X.”
2. So What - Immediately after describing the behavior that they did, you need to explain
the impact that it had on you (or your perception of the impact on others), and what’s
important about it.
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3. Open a Dialogue - Up to this step, it is just you talking, but Fierce Feedback isn’t
meant to be a mono-logue from you. Fierce Feedback is supposed to be a conversation,
and that is why Step 3 is all about opening the dialogue. Your first goal is to get to the
core issue of why the behavior happened.
4. Now What - Once you have reached a shared understanding for the root cause of the
behavior, then you should explore options on how to address the root cause and get to
the desired result. The critical thing to remember is Step 4 is that the feedback receiver
should be the one coming up with proposed solutions, not the feedback giver.
5. What is the Next Step - Once you have reached a shared plan on how to address the
root cause, then you need to decide on the next steps. What actions will the person take,
and what will you do?
Providing direct and honest feedback (with a positive intent) is a critical role in today’s
workforce. If you don’t do it, you risk not only demotivating your teammates and
colleagues, but you hinder their ability to per-form to the best of their abilities. When
it’s done right, you resolve issues of underperformance before they escalate.
Milestone 2 - Create a Performance Improvement Plan
In most situations, providing direct and honest feedback will resolve any
underperformance issues, but if the person doesn’t improve, then it is time to move onto
the next action: a Performance Improvement Plan (sometimes called a PIP). A PIP is
basically an agreed set of goals and actions the person will take to improve their
performance. At its core, a PIP provides the employee clarity on what they need to do,
and an opportunity to improve their performance before a more drastic step is taken
(i.e., termination).
A PIP doesn’t have to be super formal, or complex. In fact, the best PIPs are simple and
easily understood by all parties. There should be no surprises, and the employee should
have clarity on whether or not they are achieving the goals set out in the PIP. That is why
we recommend these three steps for creating a Performance Improvement Plan:
a) Discover the Root Causes of the Issues - Before you start getting into solution mode,
it is critical that the employee and the Manager / HR rep align around the root causes of
the performance issue. Without this alignment, it is too easy for the person to start
working on the wrong problems. Below are some ex-ample coaching questions:
 What is happening now (what, who, when, and how often)? What is the effect or
result of this? What do you think this situation is caused by?
b) Identify the Desired State - Clarity on the root causes of the performance issues, will
help you in identifying the desired state. The key component of this step is to identify
metrics and clear ways to measure performance improvement. How exactly will you know
if this person is performing better? Below are some example coaching questions:
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 What would you like to accomplish? Describe in detail the outcome you wish to
achieve. What would you be thinking, feeling, doing? What metrics or measures
can we use to track your progress?
c) Exploring Solutions - Once you know the starting point and the ending point, it is a lot
easier to help the person explore different ways to go from A to B. As a manager or HR
rep, it is critical that you avoid telling the person the answer. Instead, focus on asking
thoughtful and provocative questions that help the person explore the different
possibilities. Below are some example coaching questions:
 Can you brainstorm three different ways to reach your goal? What steps would
you need to take? What resources do you need to reach your goal? What challenges
can you foresee? What will be the most difficult part of the plan?
d) Agreeing on a Plan of Action - The final step is to agree on two things. The first is the
specific actions the person is going to take, and by when. The second is how the person’s
performance will be measured, and ultimately if they have successfully addressed their
performance issue. This agreement needs to be documented, and, ideally, signed by both
parties.
Milestone 3 - Termination
When done correctly, a PIP will accomplish one of two things. A) The person improves
their performance; or B) They can clearly see that they have not met their performance
improvement targets, and they can see the writing on the wall. In fact, I’ve seen many
people resign from the company before the company fired them for performance issues.
Because of the PIP, they understood the role was not a fit for them, and they took action
themselves.
But there are some other people that will not resign on their own, and that is why you
need to be prepared to terminate their employment. Different countries and different
companies have different policies on how exactly to terminate someone. But I believe
there are some core principles that you should follow when letting someone go.
• Get to the Point - I’ve heard stories where employees have walked out of a meeting,
and not realized they had been fired. Their manager had talked endlessly about many
different topics, and ultimately the message about the person being fired was lost in the
noise. When you are letting someone go, be clear and get to the point. Don’t beat around
the bush. It might feel uncomfortable, but when receiving bad news, the majority of
people want it delivered quickly and clearly.
• Be Human, but Professional - Having a direct and clear message doesn’t mean you
need to act like a ro-bot in the meeting. Demonstrate empathy and allow for the person
to process their emotions. At the same time, that doesn’t mean you should cry along with
them. Find the right balance of demonstrating your humanity in the situation, but never
forgetting the fact that there is a job to do.
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• Don't Debate or Negotiate - The time for debate or negotiations of improvement was
during the Performance Improvement Plan, not during the termination conversation.
Once you enter the termination stage, you need to be resolute in your decisions.
Always Use the Golden Rule with Underperformers
People not doing their job or delivering what they are supposed to deliver can be
incredibly frustrating. It might seem desirable to skip Milestones 1 and 2. The work version
of using a scalpel to cut the tumor out of the body the second you realize it is cancer.
But cancer cells don’t realize they are harmful to the rest of the body. Humans on the
other hand have the capacity to learn from mistakes and grow.
Imagine if your boss fired you without ever giving you clear feedback or allowing you the
opportunity to ad-dress your performance gaps? Would you think it was fair? Wouldn’t you
be pissed that no one told you that you were underperforming? That is why the best advice
when dealing with underperformers and possible terminations is to follow the Golden
Rule. Treat underperforming people in the same way that you would want to be treated
if you were underperforming.
2022 and 2023 will be a time where many banks will be looking at the underperforming
employees and figuring out what to do to cut costs and improve overall performance. In
very challenging times, the principles discussed above provide a framework to act.
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