
Despite their name, discipline
interviews are more about
encouragement than pun-

ishment. When you conduct such
interviews promptly and regularly,
you improve morale and create an
effective team of employees. You
reduce the risk of employee-related
lawsuits. And if you do have to go
to court, you boost your chances
of winning.

The purpose of discipline inter-
views is to discourage unaccept-
able behavior and transform self-
defeating acts into  constructive
performance. As noted in a previ-
ous article (see Van Vlaenderen in
“Resources”), employers are
required by law to provide a work-
place free of discrimination and
harassment. Discipline interviews
are an excellent way to do so. In
addition to preventing illegal activ-
ities, such as racial discrimination
and sexual harassment, discipline

interviews can prevent behavior
that undermines an effective work-
place, such as tardiness, insubor-
dination, and bad work habits.1

Holding such interviews is also an
excellent way to document your
good-faith efforts to work with
employees in case of a wrongful-
termination suit.

It’s best to conduct discipline
interviews at the first hint of unac-
ceptable behavior. If you don’t,
employees may infer that you
approve of the conduct. Not only
will the behavior get worse, but
workplace morale will be seriously
threatened.

Some managers are so uncomfort-
able confronting performance
problems that they’re willing to

overlook all but the most outra-
geous mistakes. But discipline
interviews shouldn’t be  viewed as
negative. It’s important to see
them not as a way to punish
employees for causing problems
but as a way to help employees
manage their own behavior.
Discipline interviews are valuable
opportunities to build and maintain
solid relationships with employees.

Before You Hold 
Discipline Interviews

Before conducting discipline
interviews, you need to take several
steps:
1. Provide Disciplinary Rules.

Be sure you’ve given employees
written details of  disciplinary
rules. It’s a good idea to have
employees sign an acknowledg-
ment that they’ve read the rules
and understand them.
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Legal counsel

A survey ranked listening
as the most important

skill a manager can have.
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How to 
Conduct 
Discipline 
Interviews

It’s the best way to

defuse ticking
time bombs

and avoid employee lawsuits.
Here are steps to take.



2. Notify Employees.
Tell employees in advance that

the interviews will be held, and be
sure they have time to prepare.
Provide answers to the following
questions:

• What will be discussed in the
interview?

• Who will be involved?
• What are the interview’s main

objectives?
• What information will be used

for the interview?
• What unacceptable behavior

will be addressed?

3. Conduct an Investigation.
Be sure you conduct an adequate

investigation so that you have the
facts. Get statements from wit-
nesses about any unacceptable
behavior, and have these state-
ments available for the interview.

Steps for Holding 
Discipline Interviews

Handled well, discipline inter-
views will result in performance
improvement and solid working
relationships. Here are the steps to
follow:
1. Set Ground Rules.

At the beginning of the interview,
restate the interview’s purpose,
what the problem is, and how you
plan to resolve it. Use short prob-
lem statements. The shorter the
problem statement, the  less likely
the employee is to react defensive-
ly. You might begin by saying, for
example, “The purpose of this
interview is to help us work
together to address a problem. The
problem is that you’re coming in
late every Monday. Let’s talk about
it and decide how we can help you
resolve it.” Stress the fact that
you’re conducting the interviews
as a way to help employees in their
development.

Be sure the employee agrees
with the content of the problem
and is willing to cooperate to cor-
rect any unacceptable behavior.  If
you don’t obtain this agreement, it
will be a waste of time to continue
the interview.
2. Discuss Behavior.

Next, discuss the unacceptable
behavior in detail. Be sure your
discussion provides constructive
feedback rather than negative crit-
icism.2 To do so, keep these guide-
lines in mind:

Focus on the Problem, Not the
Person. Attacking the person will
invite resistance. The common
reaction to person-oriented com-
ments is to defend against them or
reject them outright. Problem-ori-
ented statements, on the other
hand, open the door to solutions.

Be Specific. Be sure the problem
statement is specific enough to be
helpful. General comments such
as “You have a problem managing
your time” aren’t as useful as spe-
cific statements such as “Since
you come to work late, we can’t
start the staff meeting on time.”
When you focus on a distinct prob-
lem, employees will associate the
problem with a particular act rather
than viewing the interview as a
negative evaluation.

Use Two-Way Communication.
Encourage employees to get
involved in the problem-solving
process. Ask for their perceptions
of the unacceptable behavior.
Draw out details, such as what the
employee did or failed to do. There
may be a reasonable explanation
for the objectionable conduct. The
sooner this information comes out,
the more likely  the problem will
be solved. Maintaining fairness by
giving a chance to explain will also
reduce the likelihood of a lawsuit if
you later need to fire the employee.

Being a good listener is a must
while conducting the interviews. A
survey of personnel directors

ranked effective listening as the
most important skill a manager can
have.3

Express Empathy. Respond
empathetically to employees, even
if you disagree with them. Show
your understanding and willing-
ness to listen through your pos-
ture, tone of voice, and facial
expressions. 

You may want to let employees
blow off steam before addressing
the problem. This will help them
reduce stress, reset themselves,
and, quite often, be satisfied. But
don’t let them attack you personally
or draw you into  an ill-tempered
argument. If they try to provoke
you, stay calm. Explain that you’re
willing to discuss a genuine prob-
lem but won’t tolerate personal
attacks or scapegoating. Or you
might say, “I heard what you said,
but I’m not going to discuss it.
Let’s move on.”

Also remember that expressing
empathy needn’t mean soft speak-
ing. Be firm and open so that the
true problem can be revealed and
worked out.

3. Make a Plan for Change.
Once you and the employee are

clear about what the problem is,
it’s important to discuss  whether
the unacceptable behavior is due
to lack of motivation, lack of abili-
ty, or both. If the cause is ability,
you may be able to provide train-
ing and resources to improve the
employee’s skills. If motivation is
the cause, there may be things you
can do to help forge the employee’s
commitment.4

Make it clear how you expect
the employee’s behavior to change.
Together, plan corrective action,
making sure the employee has
plenty of input into the plan. Show
your confidence that the employee
is capable of improving perform-
ance.
4. Document the Interview.

It’s essential to take notes of the
interview. You’ll need such docu-
mentation to assure that the
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Stress the fact that 
you’re conducting the
interviews as a way to

help employees in 
their development.

The shorter the problem
statement, the less likely

the employee is to 
react defensively.

Is the behavior due to
lack of motivation or 

lack of ability?



employee follows the action plan. If you must later fire
the person, your notes will prove that you made a sin-
cere effort to help correct the unsatisfactory behavior.

Tell the employee that you’ll be documenting the
interview. It’s best to jot down a few key words during
the interview and complete the notes immediately
afterward. That way, you can maintain eye contact
with the employee and show that you’re listening and
empathizing. Don’t let the need for documentation
draw your attention away from the employee during the
interview.
5. Follow Up.

Monitor employees’ improvement to ensure that they
follow the action plan. Once their conduct reaches an
acceptable level, use rewards to reinforce the new
behavior. These rewards can be as simple as giving
compliments.

Remember that nagging and threatening don’t work.
What does work is sincere praise for progress. Such
rewards can motivate employees not just to improve
but to perform at exceptional levels.

Footnotes
1See articles on preventing sexual harassment and

discrimination in “Personnel” and “Law” categories in
Nonprofit World Index of Articles, www.snpo.org.

2Whetten, D.A. & K.S. Cameron, Developing
Management Skills, New York: Addison-Wesley-
Longman, Inc.

3London, M., Job Feedback: Giving, Seeking, and
Using Feedback for Performance Improvement, New
Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

4See articles on motivating staff in “Personnel” cate-
gory in Nonprofit World Index of Articles, www.snpo.
org/members.
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