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Clear Expectations – the Best Foundation for Employee Performance 

 
Do you wish for a better workplace culture and improved organizational performance? Strong 
employee performance is at the heart of accomplishing the mission in any organization. Being 
intentional about having key processes in place to effectively manage performance and support 
accountability is vital. Employees who clearly understand expectations of their roles are in a 
much better position to perform at a higher level and less likely to require an intervention formal 
corrective action. Additionally, a workplace where employees understand what is reasonably 
expected of them is motivational and drives an improved culture. 
 
Below are several ways to build a solid foundation for managing employee performance in the 
workplace and help ensure clear expectations, outcomes and desired results. 
 
Develop and update job descriptions for all roles 
Job descriptions should be in place no matter the size of the organization. These documents 
importantly outline the role’s purpose and detail the essential functions, knowledge, skills and 
experience and physical/mental requirements. They serve many functions beyond performance 
management including guiding recruitment to place a qualified candidate and helping 
employees, once hired, clearly understand their primary duties and responsibilities. 
 
Define expectations and desired results 
Whether listed on the job description or in a separate document such as a goals statement, 
expectations for results offer specifics beyond job duties including what is to be accomplished 
and how. In fairness to the employee, these details are important to be communicated and 
discussed for clarity. Informing an employee that their duty is to “answer incoming calls” says 
little about how. Adding “in a prompt, courteous and helpful manner” provides much more 
definition to results expected.   
 
Establish and communicate an employee handbook 
A well written employee handbook offers many guideposts for expectations in the workplace. In 
addition to legally required statements, a handbook helps ensure key employment policies are 
clearly and uniformly communicated to all employees. The handbook also informs management 
so their communication and decisions with employees around policies and procedures are 
consistent. 
 
Engage in transparent, honest and respectful communication  
One of the best pillars of a good performance management foundation, and employee relations 
overall, is to ensure that employees and supervisors have an open two-way dialogue. This 
communication is essential to providing an exchange where performance discussions can be 
most productive and needed course corrections are made in a timely manner.   
  
Carefully diagnose performance issues 
An advisable protocol when employee performance concerns arise is to look beyond the surface 
when determining the root cause of the issue (i.e. engagement, motivation, accountability, 
procedures, training, personal, etc.). Avoid foregone conclusions and explore with the employee 
the basis for underperformance which may be enlightening and helps to ensure accurate action 
is taken to support improvement. 
 
Establish performance feedback systems 
Systems in place for check-in conversations, performance evaluations, and performance 
improvement plans are essential. An established performance management system is important 
for many reasons including providing a mechanism for ongoing feedback and open discussion 
with employees about their performance. Additionally, these systems provide a formal process of 
documenting performance as an official record and protection for the employer in substantiating 
employment decisions if needed. 
 
Activate growth and development planning 
Today’s workforce seeks substantive discussions around professional growth and 
development. Employers should keep in mind that this is not only healthy for the organization but 
is also a compelling engagement and retentional tool. Employees who feel their employer lacks 
interest in helping them develop and improve performance through goal setting, skill building or 
connecting them to the broader mission will likely feel stagnant, demotivated and become 
vulnerable to attrition. 
 
Recognize good performance 
Another critical aspect of employee performance is reinforcing above average 
performance. Through dedicated recognition employees can become keenly aware they have 
exceeded expectations and will likely be motivated to continue. Whether it’s private discussions 
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or public praise, opportunities to underscore with employees their important contributions and 
success have many benefits to the employee and employer alike. 
 
Prioritize coaching 
A coaching environment is essential in today’s workplace. It’s advantageous for an employer to 
build a partnership focused on joint problem solving, setting goals, meeting expectations and 
discovering strengths and skills within employees they might not otherwise recognize. People 
managers who exhibit the hallmarks of coaching to provide regular, meaningful, and timely 
feedback, listen, encourage, assure, and build confidence in employees extract potential and 
create strength for their organization. 
 
Implement a corrective action policy 
When casual efforts to correct performance are not fruitful, it may become necessary to take a 
formal approach to address missed expectations. This should always be done in a timely 
manner as the goal is to help employees adjust performance at the earliest stage. It is advisable 
for an employer to have a clearly communicated progressive policy in place outlining the 
graduated steps that may be taken in response to a performance or conduct issue. This process 
is fair and demonstrates the employer’s good faith effort to rehabilitate underperformance and 
may also defend against future employment claims. 
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