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Manager Checklist
Performance Management  |  White Cube Consulting

About this checklist
Managing underperformance is one of the most challenging aspects of any management role. Done well, it helps employees grow, improves team performance and protects the organisation legally. Done poorly - or not at all - it undermines team morale, creates unfairness and stores up significant risk.
This checklist guides managers through every stage of the performance management process, from the first informal conversation through to a formal Performance Improvement Plan. It is a practical companion - not a substitute for HR advice. Consult HR at each stage and particularly before initiating any formal process.
 
	1
	Identifying and Defining the Performance Concern



Before any conversation takes place, be absolutely clear about what the performance concern is and how you will articulate it. Vague concerns lead to vague conversations - and vague conversations achieve nothing. Common mistakes managers make can include:
•  Waiting too long before addressing concerns
•  Raising multiple unrelated issues together
•  Failing to document discussions
•  Making assumptions rather than asking questions
•  Treating performance concerns as disciplinary matters
☐  Identify the specific performance gap - what exactly is the employee doing, or not doing, that falls short of the required standard?
☐  Gather objective evidence - examples, outputs, data, feedback, errors, missed deadlines, complaint records
☐  Establish what the required standard looks like - be able to describe clearly what 'good' looks like for this role
☐  Consider whether the performance concern is about capability (can't do it), motivation (won't do it) or circumstances (prevented from doing it)
☐  Rule out contributory factors - unclear expectations, inadequate training, workload issues, health or personal circumstances, workplace factors
☐  Check whether the same standard is being applied consistently to all team members
☐  Consult HR if the concern involves a protected characteristic, reasonable adjustment, or may overlap with a disciplinary matter
✔  Is this a conduct issue or a performance issue? Conduct issues (e.g. attitude, behaviour, dishonesty) should follow the disciplinary process. Performance issues (capability) should follow the performance management process. If in doubt, speak to HR before proceeding.
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	The First Informal Conversation



The first conversation is arguably the most important. Get this right and many performance concerns resolve without any further formal process. Approach it as a supportive, two-way discussion - not a verdict.
▪ Before the Conversation
☐  Choose a private, confidential setting - never address performance concerns in an open-plan area or within earshot of colleagues
☐  Choose a time when neither party is under immediate pressure or time constraint
☐  Prepare your specific examples and evidence in advance - do not rely on memory
☐  Consider whether the employee may be experiencing personal or health difficulties that you are not aware of
☐  Think about the tone and approach - be firm but fair, supportive but clear
☐  Consider whether a disability under the Equality Act 2010 may be relevant and whether reasonable adjustments should be explored.
▪ During the Conversation
☐  Open by explaining the purpose of the conversation clearly - avoid ambiguity
☐  Present the concern using specific, observable examples - describe behaviour and impact, not personality
☐  Listen actively - give the employee a genuine opportunity to respond, explain and provide context
☐  Ask open questions: "Help me understand what happened in that situation." "What do you think got in the way?"
☐  Explore whether there are any external factors (personal, health, workload, support gaps) that may be contributing
☐  Be clear about what the required standard is and what specifically needs to improve
☐  Agree what support you will provide
☐  Agree a realistic improvement timescale - typically 4-8 weeks for informal stage
☐  Agree how and when progress will be reviewed
▪ After the Conversation
☐  Document the key points discussed, the agreed improvements and the review date - keep a dated contemporaneous note
☐  Follow up with an informal letter confirming the discussion, concerns and agreed next steps
☐  Put any agreed support in place promptly - do not delay
☐  Make a diary note of the review date and all interim check-in dates

✔  Start a file. From the moment you have a first informal performance conversation, keep a clear and dated record of all discussions, documents and evidence. You may need this later.
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	Managing the Informal Improvement Period



The informal improvement period is not a passive waiting exercise. Active, consistent management during this period is essential - both to support the employee and to build a clear documented record.
☐  Hold regular one-to-ones as agreed - do not cancel or postpone these
☐  Provide specific, timely feedback - positive where improvement is evident, developmental where gaps remain
☐  Acknowledge and recognise progress openly - this matters more than many managers realise
☐  Document each meaningful discussion with a brief dated note
☐  Deliver any agreed support (training, coaching, workload adjustment) as promised - failure to do so undermines the process
☐  Monitor progress actively against the agreed improvements - do not wait until the review date to form a view
☐  If performance deteriorates significantly during the informal period, consult HR promptly - do not wait until the formal review
☐  If the employee discloses a health condition or personal difficulty, take HR advice before continuing the process

⚠  Do not make promises about the outcome of the process during the improvement period. You cannot guarantee employment will continue - and suggesting so may create a legitimate expectation that is difficult to manage later.
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	The Informal Review Meeting



The informal review meeting assesses progress against the agreed improvements. Be fair, be honest, and be clear. This is the point at which you confirm whether the informal process has been successful - or whether a formal process needs to begin.
☐  Review progress against each of the agreed improvements using objective evidence
☐  Allow the employee to present their own view of their progress
☐  Acknowledge genuine improvement - even if the full standard has not yet been met
☐  Be honest if the required standard has not been achieved - do not soften the message so much that it is misunderstood

	IF IMPROVEMENT 
IS ACHIEVED
	IF PARTIAL 
IMPROVEMENT
	IF NO 
IMPROVEMENT

	Confirm success in writing. Continue to monitor through normal management. No further formal action required.
	Consider extending the informal period with revised or additional objectives, OR consult HR about initiating a formal PIP.
	Consult HR. If the informal process has been followed fairly, initiate a formal Performance Improvement Plan.
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	Initiating a Formal Performance Improvement Plan



A formal PIP is only appropriate where a genuine and well-documented informal improvement process has not achieved the required outcome. Before initiating a formal PIP, consult HR.
☐  Consult HR before initiating - do not begin a formal PIP without HR involvement
☐  Confirm that the informal process was fair, well-documented and gave the employee a genuine opportunity to improve
☐  Ensure the employee understands that this is now a formal process and what that means
☐  Issue a written invitation to a PIP meeting with reasonable notice - typically at least 3 working days
☐  Advise the employee of their right to be accompanied by a work colleague or trade union representative
☐  Complete the PIP document in advance and discuss it fully at the meeting before it is signed
☐  Ensure the objectives in the PIP are specific, measurable, fair and achievable within the timeframe
☐  Ensure the support commitments in the PIP are genuine and will be delivered
☐  Follow the PIP review schedule rigorously - do not skip or postpone review meetings
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	The Formal Review and Possible Outcomes


At the conclusion of the PIP period, a formal review meeting takes place. The outcome must be confirmed in writing. If the matter is to proceed to a capability hearing, HR must be involved at every step.
☐  Conduct the final PIP review meeting with HR present or advised
☐  Assess each objective objectively and with evidence - refer to the documented review record
☐  Give the employee a full opportunity to present their perspective
☐  Confirm the outcome in writing within 5 working days of the review meeting
☐  If the objectives have been met: confirm improvement in writing and close the PIP - performance continues to be monitored
☐  If partially met: consider extension with revised objectives, or escalate to capability hearing - take HR advice
☐  If not met: proceed to a formal capability hearing - issue written notice with details of the allegation, evidence, right to be accompanied and possible outcomes
☐  At all stages: document thoroughly and take HR advice before making any dismissal decision

Dismissal should only be considered following a fair formal capability hearing, where the employee has been given a full opportunity to respond. Never dismiss without following the full process and taking legal / HR advice.
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	Common Mistakes to Avoid



The following are the most common errors managers make when managing underperformance. Being aware of these risks significantly improves both the quality of the process and its legal defensibility.
	COMMON MISTAKE
	WHY IT MATTERS

	Waiting too long to have the first conversation
	The longer underperformance goes unaddressed, the harder it becomes to manage - and the harder it is to argue that standards were clear.

	Being vague about what 'good' looks like
	If you cannot describe the required standard specifically, the employee cannot reasonably be expected to meet it. Define success clearly before any conversation.

	Focusing on personality rather than behaviour
	Address observable behaviours and measurable outcomes. Never frame concerns as character flaws - this is both unfair and legally risky.

	Failing to document discussions
	Undocumented conversations effectively never happened. Keep brief, dated notes of every relevant discussion, however informal.

	Providing inadequate support
	If you cannot demonstrate that reasonable support was offered, a formal process will be much harder to defend. Support is not optional.

	Treating underperformance as a disciplinary matter from the outset
	Performance concerns and conduct concerns are different processes. Jumping to formal disciplinary action without a proper performance management process is a significant legal risk.

	Moving too quickly to a formal PIP
	A PIP should follow a genuine informal improvement process, not replace it. Skipping informal stages undermines fairness and legal defensibility.

	Giving up part-way through
	Inconsistent management - being strict then lenient, then strict again - is confusing and unfair. Commit to the process from beginning to end.
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	Key HR Escalation Points



Consult HR immediately if any of the following apply at any stage of the process:
☐  The employee discloses a health condition that may be linked to the performance concern
☐  The performance concern may be connected to a disability or protected characteristic
☐  The employee raises a grievance at any point during the performance management process
☐  The performance concern overlaps with potential misconduct or dishonesty
☐  You are unsure whether this is a performance or conduct matter
☐  You are considering or being asked about dismissal
☐  The employee has short service - qualifying periods are changing, take HR advice
☐  The employee is pregnant or on, or recently returned from, family leave
☐  There is any suggestion that the performance concern may be linked to a whistleblowing disclosure
☐  You are uncertain about any aspect of the process

For support with performance management, coaching for managers, or bespoke management development programmes, contact White Cube Consulting at hello@whitecubeconsulting.com or call 01224 531524.
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