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Addressing Performance Issues
with Professionalism and Clarity

Managing employee performance is one of the most
delicate responsibilities any manager or HR professional
faces. When an employee’s behavior, attendance, or work
quality begins to fall short of expectations, the first formal
step is often to document the concern in writing. A well-
crafted document serves as a clear record of the issue, a
roadmap for improvement, and a protective measure for
the organization. This article explores everything you need
to know about drafting an effective communication tool,
including a detailed sample letter of concern to employee,
the key components that make it legally sound, and best
practices for delivering the message constructively.

What Is a Letter of Concern?

A letter of concern is a formal written document used by
employers to address specific performance or behavioral
issues with an employee. Unlike a warning, which typically
carries more severe consequences, a letter of concern is
often the first step in a progressive discipline process. Its
primary purpose is to bring attention to the issue, express
the employer’s expectation for improvement, and open a
dialogue about how to move forward. Using a well-
structured sample letter of concern to employee can
help ensure that the message is clear, professional, and
legally defensible.

When to Use a Letter of Concern

¢ Performance Deficiencies: When an employee
consistently misses deadlines, produces subpar work,
or fails to meet established goals.

e Behavioral Issues: For concerns related to attitude,
teamwork, communication, or adherence to company
policies.

¢ Attendance Problems: When an employee has
excessive tardiness, unexcused absences, or pattern
of leaving early.

e Policy Violations: For minor infractions that do not
warrant immediate suspension or termination.

Key Elements of an Effective Letter
of Concern

Before reviewing a sample letter of concern to employee,
it is essential to understand what makes such a document
effective. A well-drafted letter should include the following
components:

Clear Identification of the Issue

State the specific concern in objective terms. Avoid vague
language like "Your attitude needs improvement." Instead,
cite concrete examples: "On three occasions this month,
you were observed speaking to clients in a curt tone,
which resulted in two formal complaints."

Reference to Previous Conversations

Mention any prior verbal discussions or informal feedback
sessions. This demonstrates that the issue is not new and
that the employee has had an opportunity to correct the
behavior.

Expected Standards and Goals

Clearly outline what the employee needs to do to meet
expectations. Include specific, measurable, achievable,
relevant, and time-bound (SMART) objectives.

Support and Resources

Offer assistance, such as additional training, mentoring, or
regular check-ins. This shows that the organization is
invested in the employee's success.

Consequences of Non-Improvement

Be transparent about the next steps if the concerns are
not addressed. This could include a formal warning,
suspension, or termination. However, the tone should
remain supportive rather than threatening.

Sample Letter Of Concern To
Employee

Below is a comprehensive sample letter of concern to
employee that you can adapt to your specific situation.
This template balances professionalism with compassion,
ensuring that the recipient understands the seriousness of
the issue while feeling supported in their efforts to
improve.

[Your Company Letterhead]

Date: [Insert Date]

To: [Employee Name]

From: [Manager/Supervisor Name]

Subject: Letter of Concern Regarding [Specific Issue]
Dear [Employee Name],

I am writing to express my concern about [specific issue,
e.g., your recent attendance record / the quality of your
work on the XYZ project]. This letter is intended to bring
the matter to your attention in a formal manner and to
work together toward a positive resolution.

As we discussed in our meeting on [date], [describe the
specific behaviors or performance gaps in objective
terms]. For example, [provide 1-2 concrete examples with
dates or measurable outcomes]. These instances have
affected [team performance / client satisfaction / project
timelines / etc.].

Our company values [mention relevant values, e.g.,
teamwork, reliability, quality], and your contributions
have been important to our team. I want to see you
succeed, which is why [ am addressing this issue directly.
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Moving forward, I expect the following improvements:

1. [Specific expectation #1, e.g., Arrive at work by 9:00
AM each day, beginning immediately.]

2. [Specific expectation #2, e.g., Complete and submit
all weekly reports by Friday at 5:00 PM.]

3. [Specific expectation #3, e.g., Participate in all
scheduled team meetings and provide status
updates.]

To support you in meeting these expectations, we will
[offer support, e.g., schedule weekly check-ins / provide
additional training on the new software / pair you with a
senior team member for mentorship].

I would like to schedule a follow-up meeting on [date] to
review your progress. If the concerns outlined in this
letter are not addressed within [timeframe, e.g., 30 days],
we will need to consider further action, which may include
a formal written warning placed in your personnel file.

Please consider this letter a starting point for
improvement. I am confident that with focused effort, you
can meet the standards we have discussed. If you have
any questions or need additional clarification, please do
not hesitate to speak with me directly.

Sincerely,
[Manager Name]

[Title]
[Company Name]

Best Practices for Writing and
Delivering the Letter

Even the most perfectly drafted sample letter of concern
to employee will fall flat if it is not delivered appropriately.
Here are some best practices to keep in mind:

Choose the Right Setting

Deliver the letter in a private, one-on-one meeting. Never
discuss performance issues in front of other team
members. A private setting shows respect and reduces
defensiveness.

Use Neutral, Professional Language

Avoid emotional words like "always," "never," "terrible," or
"unacceptable." Stick to factual, objective descriptions.
Instead of "You always miss deadlines," say "Three of the
last five project milestones were submitted after the due
date."

Focus on Behavior, Not Personality

Address what the employee does, not who they are. This
makes the feedback feel more actionable and less
personal. For example, instead of "You are disorganized,"
say "Your desk area has been found with confidential
documents left unsecured on three separate occasions."

Encourage Dialogue

After presenting the letter, allow the employee to share
their perspective. There may be underlying issues such as
lack of training, personal challenges, or unclear
expectations that need to be addressed.

Document the Meeting

Take notes during the conversation and keep a signed
copy of the letter in the employee’s personnel file. This
documentation can be invaluable if the issue escalates or
if legal questions arise later.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Even with a solid sample letter of concern to employee,
managers sometimes make mistakes that undermine the
effectiveness of the document. Here are pitfalls to steer
clear of:

Being Too Vague

A letter that says "Your performance needs to improve"
without specifics gives the employee no clear direction.
Always include concrete examples and measurable
expectations.

Waiting Too Long

Address issues promptly. If you wait weeks or months to
document a concern, the employee may feel blindsided
and the connection between the feedback and the
behavior becomes diluted.

Using a One-Size-Fits-All Approach

While a sample letter of concern to employee provides a
helpful starting point, each letter should be tailored to the
specific situation. Generic language can feel impersonal
and may not adequately address the unique
circumstances.

Neglecting Positive Feedback

If the employee has strengths, acknowledge them. A letter
that is entirely negative can demoralize the recipient.
Balancing concern with recognition of past contributions
can increase buy-in and motivation.

Failing to Follow Up

Issuing the letter is not the end of the process. Schedule
regular check-ins to monitor progress, offer support, and
adjust expectations as needed. Without follow-up, the
letter becomes just another piece of paper rather than a
tool for improvement.

Legal Considerations When
Writing a Letter of Concern

Employment laws vary by jurisdiction, but certain
universal principles apply when drafting a sample letter of
concern to employee. Keeping these in mind can help
protect both the employee and the organization.

Consistency Is Key

Apply the same standards and documentation practices to
all employees to avoid claims of discrimination or
favoritism. If you issue a letter of concern for one
employee’s tardiness, you should do the same for others in
similar situations.

Stick to Facts, Not Assumptions

Do not speculate about an employee’s motives, health, or
personal life. Focus only on observable behaviors and
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measurable outcomes. Assumptions can lead to bias and
legal exposure.

Avoid Language That Implies Discrimination

Never reference an employee's age, gender, race, religion,
disability, or other protected characteristics. If the
employee has a known medical condition or
accommodation request, handle those situations
separately through the appropriate channels.

Consult with HR or Legal Counsel

Before issuing a letter of concern, especially for sensitive
issues or when the employee has a history of complaints,
consult with your human resources department or legal
advisor. They can review the document for compliance
with company policy and employment law.

Alternatives to a Formal Letter of
Concern

In some situations, a formal letter may not be the best first
step. Consider these alternatives before escalating:

Informal Coaching Session

For minor issues or first-time infractions, a simple
conversation may be sufficient. Document the discussion
in a brief email or note for your records, but avoid making
it a formal letter.

Performance Improvement Plan (PIP)

A PIP is a more structured approach that includes detailed
goals, timelines, and regular check-ins. It is often used
when a letter of concern has not resulted in sufficient
improvement.

Verbal Warning with Written Follow-Up

Sometimes a verbal warning delivered in a meeting,
followed by a brief written summary sent to the employee,
strikes the right balance between formality and flexibility.

Conclusion

Addressing performance or behavioral concerns is never
easy, but it is an essential part of effective management. A
thoughtfully written document—supported by a reliable
sample letter of concern to employee—can transform a
difficult conversation into a constructive path forward. By
focusing on clarity, objectivity, and support, you not only
document the issue but also demonstrate your
commitment to the employee's growth and the
organization's standards. Remember that the ultimate goal
is not punishment, but improvement. When delivered with
professionalism and empathy, a letter of concern becomes
a powerful tool for building a stronger, more accountable
team.

If you found this article helpful, consider bookmarking this
sample letter of concern to employee for future reference,
and share it with colleagues who may benefit from a
structured approach to performance documentation.
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