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ABSTRACT 

Every organization and department has problem employees. If the problem is ignored or time is wasted 
on the wrong solution; the employee can hurt the organization’s and department’s morale and perhaps 
drag down profitability. It is important to identify and manage problem employees. A manager needs to 
provide a systematic structure or model to guide the employee back onto a successful course. There are 
several techniques and models a manager can follow such as coaching and mentoring. 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Every company has problem employees. Identifying and managing such employees can be difficult. 
Managers need to identify and manage the individual efficiently, objectively, and fairly. Too often 
managers will ignore the individual or waste time on the wrong solution by rushing to solve the problem 
without discovering the root cause. Allowing the problem to escalate can be counterproductive for the 
employee, manager, and for the organization. The purpose of this research is to discuss ways to identify 
problem employees and share effective models for managers to help modify the employee’s behavior 
prior to making a decision for termination.  
 

IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM 
 
Identifying the problem employee can be a simple process of recognizing the signs. The employee will 
present problems for an organization in numerous ways; abusing sick time, arriving to work with their 
own agenda (not following job duties or protocol), or having a ‘just-a-job’ attitude [8]. 
 
This recognition will often rest with the manager. He or she may not want to admit they have a problem 
employee within their department due to fear that their own management skills may be called into 
question. In some cases, the employee may possess a superior ability within their job and the manager is 
willing to overlook their weaknesses in other areas of job performance. Other reasons to overlook a 
weakness may be due to relaxed management standards. Some examples are: a personal relationship 
with the employee, overwhelmed with professional responsibilities, or a personal crisis that distracts the 
manager from recognizing the employee’s weakness [8]. 
 
The causes of problem employees do vary but trends and themes emerge when trying to identify the 
problem with the employee. Some themes can be expectations, communication, working relationships, 
and resources [3]. 
 
Causes 
 
Problems can result from the manager not adequately clarifying expectations. Employees may become 
confused on what is expected of them. Goals that are confusing, unrealistic and unattainable will also 
help create a problem employee [3]. When expectations are not clear and precise, employees’ 
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performance can stumble. Most employees want to perform to their highest ability; they need to know 
what is expected of them of them. When managers are asked if their employees know what is expected 
of them, their response is usually, ‘they should know’. However, ‘should knowing’ and ‘do they know’ 
are two different meanings all together. The most important concept between employee and manager is 
the expectation of the employee and the communication of the manager [1]. 
 
Poor communication skills can create problems. When clear communication is not part of the culture of 
an organization, employees may not speak with their manager to clarify job duties, ask for direction and 
support, or how to identify ways to improve job performance [3]. Sometimes the ‘If I can only get this 
person to listen, he/she will see the logic of my position’ approach is a ‘tell and sell’ is based on a 
misleading notion that managers buy into: Employees have the same thought process as managers do 
and they have to accept what the managers are saying, [7, p. 2]. Providing sufficient feedback will 
encourage an employee to repeat positive behavior and job duties. The feedback must be: immediate and 
ongoing, specific, manageable, understood by the employee, focused on the improvement needed to 
made, and the behavior of the employee not themselves [1]. 
 
Problems will occur if working relationships are not positive and there is a lack of cooperation amongst 
team members. When cooperation is lacking, employees may withhold information and job performance 
can become hindered [3]. Negative consequences for good performance will also cause problems within 
the working relationships in the work environment. For example, giving more job responsibilities to an 
employee who is succeeding can be viewed as a negative. Managers can create the problem by 
providing more responsibility when their employee does not want the extra responsibilities which can 
decrease performance [1]. 
 
A lack of resources can cause problems. If the organization cannot provide training or the appropriate 
resources for their employees, performance will suffer [3]. If employees do not have access to training 
or resources; their skills, knowledge, and ability to perform will decrease.  
 
Some managers will identify a problem employee through poor performance, job incompatibility, sloppy 
work, and disruptive behavior. Poor performance may not be due to lack of skills, but through 
disorganization. Job incompatibility causes problems because the employee’s skills are not compatible 
with their assigned tasks or job duties. Should the employee lack job skills, the manager needs to assess 
whether training would be effective. He or she needs to evaluate the employee’s ability and motivation 
to acquire the skill or decide if it is cost effective to modify the job responsibilities and expectations [1]. 
Sometimes managers are too quick to dismiss training in the misconception that the employee does not 
have the skills to perform the job. Managers will also make hasty decisions to terminate the employee 
instead of helping them to perform within their job responsibilities [1].  If an employee’s work is sloppy 
and creates numerous errors he or she may not be detailed oriented. When an employee becomes 
disruptive at work, he or she may be suffering from personal trauma or feeling unappreciated at work 
[4]. 
 
Distractions can hamper an employee’s performance and cause problems. Managers need to minimize 
any distractions within the job environment and also understand the common distractions that are 
present within the environment [1]. 
 
When a manager decides the employee fits the description of a problem employee, he or she needs to 
decide how to work with the individual. There are four ineffective ways of managing the problem 
employee: avoiding, overreacting, complaining, and lecturing [8].  
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The majority of managers will address the problem by avoiding it because they feel uncomfortable 
working through the interpersonal conflict. Managers may feel that the problem is beyond their control 
and stress may only increase through confrontation. Fear may increase if the manager feels the employee 
will become defensive and retaliate or performance may deteriorate. Managers who have put time and 
energy into the problem employee may have an attitude of ‘what good will it do anyway’. A feeling of 
lacking expertise to handle the situation will increase the manager’s risking making a mistake; he or she 
will decide to ignore the problem [8]. 
 
Avoiding the problem does not eliminate it, just acerbates it. By avoiding the problem, the manager will 
not be the only one affected; the other employees will be too. Ignoring the dilemmas with employees 
will only discount the manager’s credibility as a leader.  
 
Overreacting to the situation is another mistake managers make. Overreacting can cause an abrupt, 
harsh, or explosive manner towards the employee. It’s negative overtone effects the employee and 
manager in an unhealthy physiological sense. In the end, employees lose respect for their managers who 
respond in this manner [8]. 
 
When a manager becomes harsh with their opinion or assessment of their employee; the employee may 
be labeled as a problem employee. Sometimes the manager may not consider that no two employees are 
alike. Each employee has a different personality and work ethic. The personal values or attitudes of the 
employee may affect the manager’s judgment. Another possibility is the compatibility of the manager. 
He or she may not feel comfortable working with the individual due to age, sex, race, or ethnicity. The 
management style may be the key issue relating to the problem employee. The lack of knowledge, 
understanding, and training in managing individuals may also cause problem employees [8]. 
Complaining about the problem employee can create a spiteful cycle. Instead of confronting the 
employee, the manager may choose to discuss their feelings and frustrations with someone other than 
the problem employee. Upon complaining about the employee, lecturing is another pitfall for managers 
to fall into while managing a problem employee. Even though the manager may feel it’s in his or her 
right to lecture the employee; they will usually tune out [8]. 
 

MANAGING A PROBLEM EMPLOYEE 
 

Once the problem employee has been identified and the issues defined, a manager needs to provide a 
systematic structure or model to guide the employee back onto a successful course. There are several 
techniques and models a manager can follow to help “rehabilitate” a problem employee. 

 
Modeling a positive behavior that admires the employee’s style can encourage a “Life Together in 
Harmony” [4, p. 2] work environment. Unfortunately, this type of behavior may encourage the 
employee’s problem, but can also lend itself for the manager to see the employee’s inner self. Have the 
employee elaborate on their achievements. This may not be an easy task at first, but it will allow the 
manager to decide whether the employee is a lost cause or if there is enough potential to justify a greater 
investment of time and attention [4]. To help cut through the hopelessness, managers must make it a 
priority not to give up on the problem employee too quickly. The staff should be encouraged to 
understand how to communicate and work with the problem employee. Encouraging open praise in front 
of the employee will help establish an encouraging work force and also establish that the manager will 
not be drawn into the employee’s negativity [4]. 
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When relationships between the problem employee and the rest of the staff have deteriorated, it’s time to 
build a Team-Oriented Environment. The manager can leverage the relationship by organizing the staff 
into teams. Building teams will keep the employee from isolating him/herself from the staff and limit the 
staff’s ill feelings towards the problem employee. If the manager chooses not to intervene with the 
employee, the staff may develop a perception that the employee is egotistical, selfish, and undisciplined 
[4]. 
 
Flowers [2] interviewed Leslie Cooper about her Three-part plan to manage problem employees. First, 
identify the problem and counsel the employee; second determine what motivated the employee; and 
third, consider the legal ramifications of your (manager’s) actions. 
 
The first step is identifying the problem. Cooper [2] has identified 3 types of problem employees: 
Performance problems, personal problems, and individuals who choose not to work for the manager 
because of behavior issues. Performance problems are divided into 2 categories; lack of motivation or a 
lack of ability. Personal problems, such as substance abuse, family, or workplace violence are tough for 
any manager to handle due to the stability of the employee. Employees who have behavior issues within 
the department; the manager will dismiss the employee because he/she does not want the employee 
around anymore due to their gossip, bringing down morale, or lacking work ethic needed by the 
manager [2].  
 
Taking Action 
 
Once the manager identifies the type of problem employee they have, he/she need to ask themselves if 
it’s a problem at all. Cooper suggests that if an employee does not excel or interferes with operations or 
morale, then help the employee to excel. Managers should not focus on the employee’s weaknesses or 
problems; work around them [2]. 
 
“Do not ignore the problem,” Cooper says [2, p. 6]. If it is a performance issue, managers need to 
provide training for the employee. If the problem is affecting others, the manager needs to converse with 
the problem employee about the situation [2].  
 
When the employee’s behavior does not interfere with morale or productivity, managers need to provide 
counseling. Research the problem employee and the situation he/she has created. Observe, ask 
questions, hypothesize, interview, analyze, and then draw a conclusion on what needs to happen next 
[2]. 
 
Managers need to determine what motivates their employees. Find out what motivates the employee to 
achieve the desired behavior. Listen to their explanations or get informal feedback from peers [2]. 
 
When managers are providing counseling to their problem employee, he/she needs to be aware of 
appropriate protocols within human resources. When conversing with a problem employee, managers 
need to have clear and consistent written policies, act fairly, communicate frequently and candidly, 
document behavior and discussions thoroughly, seek human resource advice, and always have a 
legitimate reason for all decisions [2]. Managers need to remain fair in their documentation, re-counting 
instances of both effective and negative behavior and stating facts, not opinions. All documentation 
should be consistent with all oral and written comments [8]. 
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Sometimes a simple, honest talk with an employee may resolve issues such as tardiness or attitude 
problems. However, chronic behavior or performance problems will result in greater action than just a 
conversation [5].  
 
Managers can also take disciplinary action with the employee such as a written warning, a change in the 
employee’s job duties, or a transfer to another department. These actions are appropriate only if the 
manager feels the problem employee has committed serious infractions [5]. 
 
Coaching and Mentoring 
 
The best choice for managers to use with a first time problem employee is using coaching and 
mentoring. Use coaching and mentoring for work-performance problems with entry-level or 
nonprofessional employees. Coaching will involve a one-on-one working relationship with the manager 
or another employee with the problem employee. Both will need to work on the employee’s 
shortcomings. Feedback and solutions should be provided by the mentor or manager to help improve the 
problem employee’s poor performance. Coaching can also lead to additional training if the manager 
feels the problem lies with lack of skill, disorganized, and sloppy performance [5].  
 
Performance coaching helps identify issues, discuss options, and develop an agreeable plan that both 
individuals agree upon. The plan will allow the problem employee to express their personal views of the 
problem within a confidential environment. How the manager prepares for the coaching meeting will 
have a direct effect on how successful the coaching is. This type of coaching is a two-way street. The 
problem employee has to prepare for the session too. Managers need to provide the employee with 
questions to answer [3]. 
  

1. What is going well with the job? 
2. What aspects of the job are working and what areas do you take pride in? 
3. What is not going well with your job? 
4. What are the job problems that you are experiencing? 
5. What changes would you implement to improve your job? 
6. How can I help you to become more successful? 
7. What actions help or hinder you that I make? 

 
Another type of meeting a manager can conduct with their problem employee is the performance 
meeting. This type of meeting can cause anxiety and an uneasy feeling for both individuals. To help 
settle the nerves for both; the meeting can be held in a quiet, private neutral site. The meeting can open 
with a ‘soft-hard’ introduction. The manager should establish the employee’s value for the past and for 
the future and express the desire to have a mutual beneficial outcome to the meeting [7]. The meeting’s 
agenda should be presented in the beginning of the meeting. Having the agenda will help set the tone 
and structure for the entire meeting [8]. The manager should not bring any files or documentation. 
However, [8, p. 7] advises some managers may want to notify their employee of the prepared 
documentation of their strong and weak areas. They should also encourage the employee to prepare their 
own notes for the meeting. The major function for the manager is to listen and understand the problem 
employee’s perspective. Listening will also help minimize defensiveness [8]. Center the discussion on 
positive job performance. This will lead to positive reinforcement on job performance and also provide a 
transition into the areas that are causing problems. If the employee should fail to recognize what 
problems he/she is having; the manager will need to intervene and guide the employee into the problem. 
Be extremely specific, identify and maybe list examples of how the problem may be affecting the 
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individual, organization, and their co-workers [3]. The more the manager and problem employee can 
agree on areas of effective performance and those needing improvement, the employee will be 
motivated to improve [8]. 
 
An agreement must be met on both parties that improvement must be needed. The manager needs to 
have the problem employee understand that continuing on their current path will lead to negative 
consequences or even dismissal. When the employee understands that a change is needed; the manger 
will be able to develop a plan for improvement [3].  
 
When developing a plan; soliciting feedback on the changes he/she would like to have in their plan will 
lead to a successful path for the problem employee. If some reason, the employee does not solicit 
feedback; the manager should allow more time for him/her to think about what changes need to be 
implemented [3]. After the plan has been developed and goals have been determined, managers should 
have the problem employee summarize what both parties have agreed to do as part of the performance 
improvement plan [3]. 
 
After a period of time has passed, managers should plan and conduct a follow-up interview with the 
problem employee for performance re-evaluation. The follow-up interview will allow managers to 
decide if the employee has performed to carry out all action items that were promised. More interviews 
should occur, to ensure that the employee is continuing having success and making positive progress [8]. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Every organization and department has problem employees. If managers ignore the problem or waste 
time on the wrong solution; the employee can hurt the organization’s and department’s morale and 
maybe drag down profitability. It can be very difficult to identify and manage problem employees. 
However, it is extremely important that an organization, department, and management identify these 
individuals and handle them professionally, neutrally, and reasonably. Problem employees can create a 
negative impact within an organization or department.  
 
Managers may find situations involving problem employees intimidating. However, they can create and 
follow effective procedures to identify who their problem employees are and to work with them to 
improve their performance. Managers can model the behavior they expect from their employees. 
Feedback and providing solutions for improving their performance can resolve the problem. Managers 
can invest their time and patience through coaching. Coaching can help modify the employee’s 
behavior. If the problem is more serious, then a face to face meeting with documented evidence of their 
behavior can be conducted.  If it is impossible to improve their performance, then the manager will be 
more confident in taking more of a drastic measure to deal with the problem employee.  
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