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 By Cleve Hall

TIPS FOR CONDUCTING A PERFORMANCE COUNSELING SESSION
It can be very difficult to discuss performance issues with your employee/s however; it is a supervisor’s responsibility to ensure employees receive adequate feedback on their performance.  This article is designed to assist supervisors with these difficult conversations. 

The first step in addressing performance deficiencies should be performance counseling. Counseling should be conducted as soon as it becomes obvious that an employee is not doing well in certain areas and needs improvements. The intent is to address the deficiencies at the onset before they become more serious in nature and require more drastic measures. Some issues that may prompt the need for an initial performance discussion are poor work habits affecting performance, inattention to detail reflected in work products, deterioration of quality, reduction in production, client complaints, etc. The following tips are provided to assist supervisors when considering a performance counseling session.
Prepare for the meeting.
· Review pertinent documentation: employee’s position description; performance plan (PP); work instructions; work plan; guidance; 
written policy; emails and notes on work; actual performance; etc.

· Arrange for the meeting. Set a specific date and time; arrange for 

privacy and be prepared to give your undivided attention. 

· Outline key discussion points in advance and practice.  

Establish a neutral/positive tone in voice and body language and stay focused.
· Use nonjudgmental, descriptive language. 

· Control personal emotions (practice can help diffuse one’s emotional 
                     inclination). 

· Express confidence in the employee and your sincere desire to work with the employee to improve performance.
· Stay focused on the purpose of the meeting. Allow for some employee venting but steer discussion back to issues at hand. Do not allow the meeting to get off course on discussion(s) of other issues or people. (If brought up by the employee, let him/her know these are matters that can be discussed later in a different context not related to his/her performance.)  
Make it clear upfront that this is a performance discussion. (This will alleviate any concern that conduct may be an issue.) 

Address the deficiencies. 
· Be specific. 
· Provide examples. 
· Share any documentation of problem: work products; performance related emails/notes; emails from clients; etc. 

· Explain why it’s a problem; its impact on work of unit and others.
· Explain expectations; communicate what changes are expected. 
· Tie/link performance deficiencies to specific core competencies and performance standards in PP.   

Turn meeting into a problem solving session. 
· Make employee an active participant in the process.
· Express confidence that employee can make necessary changes.

· Allow employee time to respond.
· Consider employee's point of view.
· Encourage employee to provide solutions. 

· Discuss how things can be done differently.  
· Ask employee how you can help. (What does the employee feel you can you do more of or less of without placing the responsibility for improvement on yourself.)
· Ask employee if there is anything else that would help (such as training, guidance, supervisory/upper level support, mentoring, etc.). 
· Ask if there are any unapparent barriers to getting the work done.     

· Get concurrence/agreement on necessary improvements.
Refer employee to EAP if personal issues affecting work surface during the discussion.  (Even if no issues are brought up, it is still a good idea to inform the employee of the EAP in case there are unknown personal issues that may be impacting his/her performance.)
End on a positive note expressing confidence in the employee by highlighting 
employee's strengths.
Confirm counseling sessions in writing and be sure to include any action steps discussed. 

Review written confirmation and give employee a copy.
Schedule follow-up meeting(s) and keep to the schedule.

If performance deficiencies continue, please contact your servicing Command Staff Advisor or Human Resources Specialist for guidance and assistance in taking the next steps.
