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Conflict

The Right Way to Fire Someone

by Rebecca Knight

February 05, 2016

You’ve decided it’s time to let the low performer on your team go.

You’ve covered your bases in terms of documentation, and you’ve

coordinated with HR. But now you have to have the dreaded

conversation. What’s the best way to deliver the news? Who should

be in the room with you? What do you say and not say? And how do

you tell the rest of the team?

What the Experts Say 

“Firing is the single most difficult thing we ask leaders to do,”

according to Dick Grote, a management consultant in Dallas, Texas,
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and author of How to Be Good at Performance Appraisals. “Even when

the business justification is clear, you’re sitting down and telling

someone that he’s no longer getting a paycheck and that when he

wakes up in the morning, he has no place to go. That’s tough.” But

firing is a necessary evil, says Jodi Glickman, author and founder of

communication consulting firm Great on the Job. “As the manager,

you have to bear in mind what’s right for the company.” You have to

focus on the fact that “the firing makes good business sense and

hopefully is in the best interest of the person and your team going

forward.” While it will never be easy to deliver bad news, here are

some tips on how to manage the process.

Don’t drag your feet 

The prospect of firing someone you’ve worked with for years

— particularly someone you know well and respect — is daunting, but

you mustn’t let your personal agony delay the conversation, says

Glickman. “When the bad outweighs the good and when the

employee is causing more problems than he or she is solving, it’s time

for that employee to go,” she says. Of course, firing should be the final

step in a fair and transparent process that began long before the

actual termination talk — and there should be a trail of paperwork to

prove it. Even if the documentation process is cumbersome, stay

focused. “Managers rarely regret acting too quickly on a termination,

but they have regretted waiting too long,” says Grote. If you’re still

having trouble mustering the courage to act, think about your team.

After all, they’re “the ones who are picking up the slack and maybe

working longer hours because the person [you need to fire] is not

doing his job correctly.”

Make HR your ally 

Before you schedule the conversation, Grote suggests double-

checking your plans with HR. “You’re not asking for permission —

you’re the boss; you make the decisions — but you’re asking if there’s

any reason you shouldn’t go ahead with your plan to fire Louie on

Tuesday morning,” he says. First, you want to ensure that an HR rep

is able to attend the meeting, since it’s legally practical and more

comfortable to have someone else in the room. Second, the HR

department can offer “a fuller picture” of the employee’s extenuating

circumstances. “In this litigious society, HR is your ally in filling in
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any blanks.” HR might tell you, for instance, that Louie’s pension

vests on Wednesday, so firing him Tuesday might be viewed as

suspect in court. Or HR might tell you that Louie’s wife starts cancer

treatment on Monday afternoon, in which case firing him Tuesday

could be seen as inhumane.

Keep it short 

The words you use to terminate an employee should be simple and

to-the-point. Don’t waffle. “Go somewhere private and then lead with

the punch line,” says Glickman. She suggests you begin by saying, “I

have some bad news for you. Today is your last day here.” Then state

the reason for termination in one simple sentence. “Be transparent,”

she says. “We’ve let you go because you didn’t meet your sales

targets” or “You’ve not been a good cultural fit here.” It’s important to

use the past tense because it “precludes arguments about second

chances,” says Grote. “The plug has been pulled.” If the employee tries

to argue or lashes out at you, try not to get caught up in responding.

“It’s a natural human thing to want to say ‘I’m sorry,’” says Grote. But

when it comes to firing a poor performer, he recommends couching

your regret in terms where “personal responsibility lies squarely on

the individual.” He suggests saying something like, “‘I’m sorry that

the situation has gotten to this point.’”

Stay in the room 

HR may be your ally, but you shouldn’t expect it to do your dirty

work. While some experts contend that you needn’t say anything

more or even remain in the room after the initial pronouncement,

Grote vehemently disagrees. “Leadership demands compassion,” he

says. “You were the agent of a terrible thing that has just happened in

this person’s life. Don’t run away, and don’t force HR to pick up the

pieces.” You should be prepared to “speak as needed and answer

questions as they come up.” Before the meeting, you need to be well

versed on practical matters — the details of the former employee’s

severance agreement, for instance, and what happens to his benefits

and unused vacation time. Of course, there will always be issues you

hadn’t considered. If something comes up, Grote recommends saying,

“Let me apologize, I hadn’t thought of that,” and then turn it over to

HR. But make no mistake: “This is your baby.”
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FURTHER READING

How to Handle Difficult
Conversations at Work

Article by Rebecca Knight

Start by changing your mindset.

Show compassion 

Firing may be a difficult chore for

you, the manager, but for the

person who’s being fired, it’s

downright traumatic. So

empathize. “Offer to be helpful,”

says Glickman. “If you genuinely

believe someone is a good person

who has talents and abilities that

could be useful elsewhere, tell her

that you’re very happy to provide a

reference, or offer to make

introductions.” Grote suggests

scheduling a termination at the end of the workday, bearing in mind

office optics. After the conversation, he recommends saying, “Let me

walk you back to your desk, where you can pick up your belongings,

and then we’ll both walk out of the office together like it’s a normal

day.” He adds, “It’s showing your humanity.”

Talk to your team 

After the person you’ve fired has left, Glickman suggests gathering

the colleagues affected by the termination to address the matter. “The

message should be direct and straightforward,” she says. Do not

reveal reasons behind the decision — that’s confidential, and besides,

“It sets a bad precedent to badmouth a former employee.” Recognize

that the office rumor mill is likely churning. Grote suggests this

script: “As some of you may already know, Diane is no longer part of

the organization. I can’t go into details because that’s confidential

information and I want to ensure Diane’s privacy. If you have

suggestions about how to minimize the impact of Diane’s absence, let

me know.”

If you think people will start to worry about their own jobs, you

might assure them that the person was fired for cause, that the

organization is not eliminating roles. You can also divulge a few

details if you want to send a strong message to your team about the

fired employee’s poor behavior. In this case, Grote recommends
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saying, “Diane’s employment has been terminated. I’m not going to

go into all the details, but I will say that Diane acted in violation of

our sexual harassment policy. We do not tolerate that.”

Focus on the future 

Terminating an employee is an emotionally draining task, but for the

sake of your team, you mustn’t wallow. “At this point, it’s about

forward momentum,” says Glickman. “Focus on the now.” The firing

likely presents short-term challenges for your team — namely more

work. “So it’s up to you to come up with a strategy for how to

manage the workload while you look for a replacement.”

Acknowledge that there’s more work to do in the short term, but talk

about a goal. “Say, ‘It’s going to hurt for three months, but here’s the

plan,’” she adds. “You want to ruthlessly move forward on the future.”

Principles to Remember

Do:

Enlist HR to help you manage the process and answer questions as

they arise

Show compassion for your fired employee — if you genuinely

believe he has talents that could be useful elsewhere, offer to serve

as a reference or provide other help

Communicate the news to your team in person but do not divulge

the details behind the decision

Don’t:

Delay in terminating a poorly performing worker when the cost of

keeping that worker is greater than the disruption of letting him go

Waffle or be long-winded — the words you use to fire someone

should be simple and to-the-point

Expect HR to do your dirty work — after you’ve told the person

he’s fired, stay put and be prepared to answer questions as they

arise
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Case Study #1: Demonstrate compassion and respect 

John Stieger, the chief marketing officer of Wilke Global, an Ohio-

based company that provides customer service software to clients,

says he hates firing people. “Anyone with empathy can at least

understand how losing a job will impact a spouse, children, and

others who are blameless,” he says.

But over the course of his 20-year career, he has had to preside over

multiple employee terminations at Fortune 500 companies. One

situation in particular stands out.

John made a decision to redesign his team, and after matching people

to new roles, it became clear that several employees weren’t right for

their jobs and needed to go. Preparing for the conversations was

“simply awful,” he recalls. “When you need to give someone difficult

news, your instinct is to try to soften the blow.”

But this “workplace version of ‘it’s not you, it’s me,’” is a dangerous

game, he says. “You can easily muddy the waters, confusing people

and opening potential legal liability in an attempt to make someone

feel better and maybe even shift blame away from yourself.”

With the help of HR, John prepared a simple, brief statement for

every conversation that explained the reorganization and the

termination. He also said, “I do not have another job for you. Unless

you identify another role in the company, your last date will be X. HR

is here to tell you a little about what that means and your options. I

know this is difficult to take, so we need to set up another meeting for

a day or two from now once you have thought this through.”

Some of the employees reacted angrily. Others cried. John offered

tissues and did his best to remain calm. “My instinct is to try and

make someone feel better, [but] people don’t usually want to be

comforted by someone who just fired them,” he says.

In this case, the terminated workers were given a monthlong leave

period where they were still technically employed. “I made a point of

setting up recurring meetings with each of them to offer my advice on

internal or external searches,” he says.
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Demonstrating respect and compassion are also important for

morale, he says. “How you treat people on their way out the door

does not go unnoticed by the rest of the organization.”

Case Study #2: Act decisively and focus on your team’s well-

being and productivity 

Moe Glenner, management consultant and author based in South

Bend, Indiana, vividly remembers the first time he ever had to fire an

employee. At the time, Moe worked for a medium-sized

transportation company supervising a small team. One of his direct

reports (we’ll call him Anthony) had been with the organization for

two years and had serious “performance deficiencies.”

Moe tried to remedy the situation in a variety of ways. He consulted

HR, which advised him to “document Anthony’s [poor] performance.”

He met Anthony privately in hopes that they could come up with a

“collaborative, mutually agreed” upon performance improvement

plan, but it didn’t work. Moe “made discreet inquiries to find out if

there were external influences that might be driving Anthony’s poor

performance,” but he came up empty-handed. He even called a team

meeting to discuss ways members could help “improve everyone’s

performance.”

Moe was discouraged. “The team was suffering from Anthony’s

continued poor performance. They felt pressure to make up for his

deficiencies, and they expressed frustration that nothing was being

done to correct the issue.”

Finally, after six months, Moe decided that the situation was not

going to improve. He advised HR of his decision to let Anthony go.

“HR offered to conduct the meeting so I wouldn’t be involved, but I

declined,” he says. “I feel that as a manager I need to deliver both the

good and the bad news.”

The termination meeting took place in a private office. “When

Anthony walked in and saw the HR person, his facial expression

turned blank,” he recalls. Moe says he did “a quick rehash of how we

got to this point and told him that effective immediately, his position
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was terminated.” After the HR person had finished explaining the

details of the severance package, Moe stood up, thanked Anthony for

his service to the company, and wished him well.

Anthony left the office and Moe called a meeting with his team to

announce the departure. Moe says he “didn’t want to add insult to

injury by unnecessarily badmouthing” Anthony, since the team was

well aware of his performance issues. “I then opened the floor up to

suggestions for carrying the load until his replacement could be found

and hired,” he says. “I felt that by allowing everyone to engage, it

would help alleviate what undoubtedly were mixed emotions from the

team.”
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