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MANAGING A PROBLEM EMPLOYEE 
 
Day in, day out, what really gets ‘up your nose’ at work?  
At the end of the day, what really drives you mad?  What 
is keeping you awake at night? 
 
When we think about difficulties at 
work, we often mention things like 
the ever-rising pressures, the non-
stop calls, the endless meetings, 
the constant interruptions, etc … 
Yet, isn’t it true that it is our 
relationships at work that can 
largely determine how manageable 
or how stressful we find our work?   
 
In fact, most people say that there is nothing quite as 
painful or as stressful as having a dysfunctional poor 
performer working for us ... they can wreck our heads and 
wreck our entire work teams!  
 

So, if we know all this, and all the consequences, why 
do we not deal with our Problem Employee? 

 
So often our response to poor performance is avoidance 
… we deny it; we minimise it; we pretend it’s not really 
happening; we ignore it; we are too lazy to deal with it 
now, anything for a quiet life!  Or we hope it will go away; 
we will get away with it for now; leave it until tomorrow.  Or 
we give in; we appease or accommodate; we smooth over 
or gloss over; we compromise; we withdraw or maybe we 
even play the victim … “In the end, it’s easier for me to do 
it myself” or “It will only be done right, if I do it myself.” 
 
Sometimes, we can let it go on and on and on and, then, 
over-react or back-lash violently, completely over the top! 
 

The authors tell us that 
we may avoid and 

deny because, deep down, 
we fear ‘losing the battle’ or 
appearing the Big Bad Wolf 
in front of the whole team, 
who may then reject us.  Of 
course, how is it ending up 
at the moment, right now? 
 

The first thing to remember is that this is all about the 
Employee’s behaviour, not about the person or 

personality, not about “motivation” or “attitude”, not about 
us, not about a struggle for dominance, not about any 
condemnation, … there are only two behaviour problems 
… we are getting too much of it or not enough of it. 
 
We need to check that it is a behaviour problem and not a 
skills deficit problem.  If the Employee could do it to save 
her life, then she can do it, … it is not a skills problem. 

We also need to check that it is not a communications 
problem.  When HR consultants intervene in difficulties 
within companies, they are often amazed at the huge gap 
between the Employee’s and the Manager’s very different 
perceptions of the same job.  “Everyone knows that” or 
“That’s obvious” are no substitutes for our describing and 
specifying explicitly the behaviour and performance, that 
is required.  If we do not or cannot specify that in english, 
then we are not entitled to it and we are unlikely to get it !  
 
One of our top core jobs as Team Leader or Manager is to 
be constantly specifying those required behaviours … 
defining and specifying and holding everyone to that task. 
 

So, starting now, use every incident as a chance to 
spell out the job specs and the behaviour specs.  

From now on, be constantly on your guard … pro-actively 
seeking out every half opportunity to spell these out, “This 
is how we do things here,” “This is what we want,” …  
 
Also, pro-actively seek out every half opportunity to put 
Employees up … “Well done, that’s what we need around 
here,” “That’s what this outfit is all about.”  Did you praise 
anyone in the last 48 hours, yea, what words did you use?  
 

When below-par performance comes to notice (even 
marginal), don’t funk it, immediately spell out explicitly 

the behaviour that has occurred or has not occurred, …  
 
Follow through these twelve steps of the Confrontation 
Interview … [1] If it’s the milkman is involved, be talking to 
the milkman; [2] Pick your time and place; [3] Manage 
your own state and physiology; [4] Specify the observed 
facts on the below-par behaviour, no labels; [5] Specify 
the behaviour standard agreed; [6] Note the gap; [7] Listen 
in silence; [8] Await the reasons for the gap; [9] Win the 
Silence; [10] No judging until evidence arrives; [11] Repeat 
back any silly comments; [12] Say out the Consequences, 
all those “what if”s agreed at all those team meetings. 
 
Allow the Employee to explain any reasons for the Gap … 
[Listen out for their intentions … we are great to give 
ourselves the benefit of that doubt, we judge ourselves by 
our intentions, we judge others only by their behaviours 
and actions.]  Allow them to offer to close the Gap or to 
fire themselves …  BE CERTAIN TO WIN THE SILENCE! 
   

This is not a witch hunt, this is just as much about our 
best performing Employee.  Sure, the aim is that we 

become comfortable at firing some one … so that we will 
never have to ... they’ve got great noses!   Our job is just 
to put in place those behaviour specs and standards, then 
let them choose to fire themselves … if they so wish.   
 

So, Go to it, Specify, Specify, … and remember, as 
Dr Phil McGrath says, all our critical relationships in 

life are all re-negotiable all the time, … Specify, Specify. 
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… what the 
boss thinks 
my job is … 

… what 
I think my 
job is … 


