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This is a guide to following a performance management process to 
address issues of poor performance (i.e. where an employee is carrying 
out their duties, just not to a satisfactory standard) as opposed to 
employee misconduct (e.g. dishonesty, intoxication, etc.). Please see 
our separate guidance on dealing with conduct issues.

WHY DO I NEED TO FOLLOW A PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT
PROCESS?

Ignoring poor performance or delaying addressing it can reduce a business’ productivity and adversely

affect staff morale.

Furthermore, employees may be able to bring a claim against their employer (for example a claim in

unfair dismissal) if they are dismissed without the employer following a fair performance management

process.

A fair performance management process generally involves giving an employee full details of the

area(s) in which they need to improve and giving them an adequate chance to see if they can bring their

performance up to the required level, before any decisions are taken regarding dismissing them. Part of

this process usually involves giving employees a number of formal written warnings before a decision

is taken to dismiss.

We set out the process we recommend employers follow on the following pages:
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STEP 1 - INFORMAL COUNSELLING

Depending on the nature and seriousness of the instance of poor performance, it may be appropriate 

for managers to address poor performance via informal strategies before embarking on a formal 

disciplinary process with the employee.

Informal strategies may include:

•  Informal meetings with the employee to discuss performance (as well as other matters);

•  Providing constructive feedback and informally monitoring performance; and

•  Identifying training and development needs and arranging appropriate on or off-the-job training, 

coaching or support.

Suggestions to follow when engaging in informal strategies include:

•  Advising the employee of the specific performance issue(s) and how the issue(s) are affecting the 

business;

•  Compare current performance to expected performance or behaviour;

•  Avoid comparing the employee with other employees;

•  Show empathy – explain your understanding of the situation;

•  Be a positive listener – let the employee explain your understanding of the situation;

•  Offer training or ask what support/training may help them;

•  Ask the employee for commitment for improvement and establish how and when to follow up on 

these commitments;

•  Encourage the employee to keep open lines of communication for future discussion.

A written record should be kept of all discussions.

STEP 2 - CONSIDER FORMAL ACTION

If informal methods do not improve the employee’s performance, you may wish to consider formal

action. This generally involves the employee entering into a Performance Improvement Plan (or “PIP”)

which clearly sets out how the employee’s performance is expected to improve over a set period, how

it will be monitored during this time and the consequences of the employee failing to improve their

performance i.e. what disciplinary action may follow.

Following, we have set out the process we would recommend that you follow to implement a PIP.
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STEP 3 - MEET WITH THE EMPLOYEE TO DISCUSS THAT THEY 
WILL BE SUBJECT TO A PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT PLAN

It should be emphasised to the employee that your intention is that the employee will have a long 

and rewarding career with the business and that you are committed to working with them to raise their 

performance to the level it needs to be. However, it should be made clear to the employee that their 

performance is not currently at a satisfactory level and if their performance does not improve this could 

ultimately lead to their dismissal.

Ideally the terms of the PIP should not be pre-determined, rather the employee should be consulted on 

how their performance needs to improve and what are realistic targets in respect of their performance 

going forward.

You should also discuss whether the employee needs any additional training or other support to help 

them perform their role.

In appropriate circumstances (i.e. where there have been serious issues of poor performance and where 

the employee has been previously told of the need to improve) it may be that this first meeting is 

conducted as a formal meeting (see further below) where the outcome of the meeting is a first formal 

written warning together with a PIP being issued.

STEP 4 - PRODUCE A WRITTEN PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT 
PLAN

A final written Performance Improvement Plan should be produced and provided to the employee. This

should clearly set out how the employee’s performance is expected to improve over a set period (e.g. 

four to six weeks), and the fact that at the end of this period there will be a performance review meeting 

to assess performance.

Ideally the PIP will contain clear KPI’s which the employee is expected to meet. This is easier to do in 

a role where performance can be easily quantifiable (such as value of sales achieved, or number of 

pieces of work produced, etc).

Care should be taken to ensure the expected improvements are achievable – if they are not then the 

employer risks a claim (for example in unfair dismissal) if they terminate the employee as a result of not 

meeting their targets. The length of the PIP should also give employees a reasonable time to achieve 

the expected level of performance.
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STEP 5 - MONITOR PERFORMANCE IN LINE WITH THE PIP

The employee’s performance should be monitored during the passage of the PIP. Where the employee

has not met the performance requirements by the end of the PIP period, the performance review meeting 

should be conducted as a formal disciplinary meeting, the outcome of which is likely to be a formal 

warning. See below for the steps we would recommend following in respect of conducting a formal 

disciplinary meeting.

STEP 6 - GIVE THE EMPLOYEE A WRITTEN DIRECTION TO ATTEND A 
DISCIPLINARY MEETING 

The letter should contain the following:

•  The time, date and location of the meeting (ideally in 24 to 48 hours’ time);

•  Details of the performance issues to be discussed at the meeting (so the employee can prepare);

•  A statement telling the employee they can bring a support person to the meeting* (and if they wish 

to, that they should inform you of the identity of the support person in advance);

•  A warning that the outcome of the meeting could be a formal written warning (or the termination 

of their employment if appropriate); and

•  A requirement that the employee keeps the content of the letter confidential.

*Although it is not strictly necessary to offer an employee to have a support person with them, unless 

the termination of their employment is being discussed, it is best practice to allow a support person to 

attend in any formal meeting.

A support person can be a friend, family member or colleague of the employee (although they should 

not be directly involved in the matter to be discussed). Their role is to provide emotional support to the 

employee, but they should not speak on the employee’s behalf. It is appropriate to refuse a support 

person to attend if to do so would be reasonable.

STEP 7 - HOLD THE DISCIPLINARY MEETING

At the meeting:

•  Remind the support person (if present) that they cannot talk on the employee’s behalf, but are 

there just to provide support to the employee;

•  Read out each performance issue from the disciplinary letter and ask for the employee’s response;

•  Take a written note of everything the employee says;

•  If termination of employment is being considered, ask the employee for their view as to why they 

should not be dismissed;
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•  Ask the employee if they have anything else to add;

•  Conclude the meeting by telling the employee that you will consider everything they have said 

and will confirm the outcome in writing shortly; and

•  It is a good idea to have a witness with you at the meeting to take notes. There is no strict 

requirement to provide these notes to the employee, but it is good practice.

Do not make a decision on termination of employment or giving a warning in the meeting.

Always take time to consider the most appropriate cause of action after the meeting has concluded.

Always consider the personal circumstances of the employee (length of service, likelihood of being

able to find alternative work, financial situation, etc) before taking a decision to dismiss.

STEP 8 - REPEAT PROCESS AS NECESSARY

Following the issue of a first written warning, the process set out above at Steps 5 to 8 should be 

repeated. In other words, a further PIP should be entered into which sets out the expectations of the 

employee in the subsequent review period.

Generally speaking, an employee should be given at least one to three formal written warnings of the 

need to improve their performance before a decision is taken to dismiss the employee.

There are no strict rules governing the exact number of warnings an employee must receive before 

being terminated. This all depends on the circumstances, including:

•  The length of service of the employee;

•  The nature and seriousness of the issues; and

•  The reasonable period required to rectify this behaviour or performance.

As noted above, it is important that in any meeting where dismissal is being considered (ie at the formal 

meeting at the end of the PIP period), that employees are advised of their right to bring a support person 

and that they are given an opportunity to explain why they should not be dismissed.

STEP 9 - CONFIRM TERMINATION IN WRITING

Where a decision is ultimately taken to dismiss an employee, this should be confirmed in writing to the 

employee, setting out the reasons for the decision. Generally, an employee should be given a letter 

terminating their employment in a further face to face meeting.



CONTACT US TODAY

1300 144 120
 info@employmentinnovations.com
www.employmentinnovations.com

HOW EMPLOYMENT INNOVATIONS CAN HELP

If you require assistance with dealing with disciplinary issues concerning staff, Employment Innovations

can help. Our HR Advisors will be able to guide you through each step of the disciplinary process and 

we have template documents (eg direction to attend disciplinary meeting, written warning, letter of 

termination, etc) available as part of our subscription packages.

ABOUT EMPLOYMENT INNOVATIONS

Employment Innovations is one of Australia’s leading providers of employment services 

designed to increase productivity and ensure compliance. Its services and solutions include 

all the tools that every Australian small to medium sized employer needs – including 

workplace advice, payroll solutions, migration, human resource management and HR 

software. Our partner firm EI Legal provides employment law advice and representation.

Disclaimer: The information provided in this document is general in nature and is not intended to 

substitute for professional advice. If you are unsure about how this information applies to your specific 

situation we recommend you contact Employment Innovations for advice.


