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HANDLING EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE  
& DISCIPLINARY PROBLEMS 

 
 
 Given the employer's need to either rehabilitate or eliminate problem employees, below are some 
practical suggestions for Texas employers on effectuating both goals.  As has been seen, despite seemingly 
broad flexibility which the employer has under the at-will employment doctrine in Texas, the employer can 
find itself defending allegations of unlawful employment practices, including discrimination.  Thus, the 
employer needs to be able to demonstrate that whatever action was taken in dealing with a borderline 
employee was based on lawful, non-discriminatory reasons.  The strategies below are designed to assist 
in that effort.  Smaller employers have a lot more flexibility than larger employers and should avoid getting 
tied up in complex discipline or appraisal systems that do not work for them.   
 
A. THE EMPLOYER MAY BENEFIT FROM CLEAR APPRAISAL, DISCIPLINE, AND 

TERMINATION PROCEDURES 
 

1. While clear procedures may be helpful, do not establish procedures to which you would 
not want to be bound 

2. Handbooks should clearly state they do not constitute a contract of employment or alter 
the at-will employment relationship 

3. Keep written rules simple 
a. The larger the employer, the more the need for established procedures 
b. Smaller employers should avoid complex procedures, policies, forms 
c. Design procedures and forms so the lowest level supervisor will understand and 

follow 
4. Prerequisites to an effective performance procedure 

a. Supervisors and employees must mutually respect and cooperate with each other 
to accomplish the employer's goals 

b. Supervisors must recognize, encourage and support employees’ efforts to meet 
clearly defined goals 

c. Supervisors must be seen by employees to be competent, knowledgeable and 
excited about their employment and professional positions 

d. Employees must understand that the supervisor is sincerely interested in assisting 
the employees in improving their job performance 

e. Employees must be receptive to suggestions and constructive critiques to improve 
the employee’s job performance and job-related skills 

 
B. TWO KINDS OF ACTIONS HARDEST FOR EMPLOYER TO DEFEND 
 

1. Discipline and discharge based on failure to properly do the job or to follow instructions 
(sometimes called “performance cases”) 

2. Discharge for a single or first incident of misconduct without a prior warning, unless 
egregious 

 
C. WHAT KIND OF DISCIPLINARY PROCEDURES? 
 

1. For a large company with a staff of human resource professionals there can be formal, 
written but simple procedures for periodic appraisals and for discipline. The smaller the 
company, the more informal the process that can be used 

2. If you use a matrix for disciplinary actions, keyed to type of offense and number of prior 
offenses, it should be applied universally.  Don’t let the exceptions undermine the rule.   
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