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Why Do People Underperform?

 

 
 
The cost of underperformance in business is 
staggering, resulting from inefficiency, careless 
waste and avoidable mistakes.  While there are 
many ways to raise a CompanyÕs productivityÑ
upgrading talent is one of the most powerful.   
 
There are many causes of underperformance.  
When upper managers underperform, it is often 
due to an ability problem, i.e., the ÔPeter 
PrincipleÕ.  On the other hand, when new 
supervisors underperform, it is often due to lack 
of knowledge or skill. 
 
Some people underperform because their natural 
talents are mismatched to their jobs, or because 
management expectations are unclear.  Others 
are faced by obstacles beyond their power to 
control.   
 
Underperformance is a major problem for 
organizations facing change or competitive 
pressure, especially if there are fewer people to 
carry the load. 
 
As a manager, your effectiveness depends on 
the degree to which you can leverage results 
through the efforts of talented people.  You are 
as effective as the effectiveness of your people.  
Further, your ability to enjoy your job depends 
largely upon the degree to which you feel 
effective. 
 
Diagnosing Performance will help you analyze, 
diagnose and develop the performance of your 
people.  This workbook was developed by 

analyzing day-to-day interactions with 
managers, supervisors and staff in over 300 
organizations.  It focuses on the root causes of 
what separates high performers from 
underperformers, and proposes 6 strategies for 
dealing with underperformers. 
 
When evaluating an employeeÕs performance, 
one must first consider the unique demands of 
their job.  It is illegal and unethical to focus on 
performance that is not directly related to the 
requirements of their job.  Secondly, behavior 
must be carefully observed, and competence 
assessed.  Certain behaviors, in our experience, 
are predictably linked to poor performance.  
Diagnosing Performance, while not a substitute 
for job analysis, professional assessment, or 
legal advice, will help you think more 
objectively about a personÕs job and what 
ÔcompetenciesÕ are most important for 
performance. 
 
In recent years there has been much ado about 
ÔenlightenedÕ ways to manage performance, by 
focusing on empowerment, facilitation and 
coaching, as opposed to top-down autocratic 
management.  These techniques, we believe, are 
basic to effective performance management.  
For them to work, however, they must include 
assertive feedback, hands-on coaching, 
performance measures and establishing clear-cut 
consequences for non-performance.  Thus it is 
possible to empower people and at the same 
time assertively manage underperformers. 
 
Unfortunately, many managers hesitate to 
practice effective performance management 
techniques, thinking them incompatible with 
principles of empowerment.  The result is 
employees running amuck without necessary 
structure and feedback.   
 
Diagnosing Performance will help you 
determine a proactive strategy for better 
managing your underperformers, by helping you 
integrate performance management with the art 
of empowerment. 
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Who Are Your Underperformers? 

 

 

People can generally be classified as star 
performers, solid performers or under-
performers.  In most organizations, the 
percentages in each group tend to be about 10-
80-10.  Human performance, however, is 
seldom this cut-and-dried.  For example, people 
often perform well on some tasks, but not on 
others.  This usually depends on the extent to 
which a task is ambiguous or unambiguous.  
Typically, ambiguous tasks are more difficult. 
 
The chart below illustrates how different people 
respond to different tasks, i.e., how they ÔFeelÕ 
and ÔDoÕ when encountering different levels of 
ambiguity.  For example, when underperformers 
encounter low-ambiguity they feel secure, 
spending as much time as possible with these 
tasks to feel a sense of accomplishment.  In 
contrast, stars feel bored and restless with low 
ambiguity, and may become careless with 
routine tasks.  When facing high levels of 
ambiguity, stars feel excited and seek 
independence, while underperformers feel fear 
and often show incompetence. 
 
Not all underperformers can be developed.  If 
they lack ability, a simplified job may be in 
order.  Most people, however, can be developed.  

If they lack knowledge or skills, training and 
on-the-job experience can help.  Sometimes the 
manager is key, reducing ambiguity by 
clarifying expectations, removing obstacles or 
redesigning processes.     
 
It should be noted that everyone occasionally 
gets Ôover their headÕ temporarily with a new or 
difficult job assignment.  We will not define this 
as underperformance, unless the person's 
performance does not improve in a reasonable 
amount of time. 
A wise manager will also consider whether an 
underperformer is encountering any personal 
problems in their life, such as illness, death of a 
family member, marital problems, etc.  Any 
sudden change in a personÕs performance or 
social style, not easily attributed to a promotion 
or workload, may indicate a personal problem.  
These situations require special sensitivity, and 
sometimes the help of an Employee Assistance 
Program. 
 
To accurately diagnose a performance problem 
and develop a person, root causes must be 
established and remedied.  Only then can a 
legal, ethical and effective performance 
management program be designed.

 
 

 Star Performers  10%? Solid Performers  80%? Underperformers  10%? 

Facing Low 

Ambiguity: 

Feel: Bored, restless 
Do: Perform routinely; may 

become careless with routine 
tasks 

Feel: Satisfied 
Do: Perform well consistently 

Feel: Secure 
Do: Spend excessive time with 

simple tasks 

 
 
 

Feel: Effective, powerful 
Do: Work tenaciously 

Feel: Challenged 
Do: Perform well by working 

hard 

Feel: Tense 
Do: Become disorganized, play 

politics; show inconsistent 
results 

Facing High 

Ambiguity: 

 

Feel: Excited 
Do: Seek independence 

Feel: Frustrated 
Do: Seek structure & feedback 

Feel: Fear, de-motivated 
Do: Avoid/deny problems; 

show incompetence; blame 
others 
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Which Tasks Are Being Underperformed? 

 
If a person is underperforming in only a portion of the job, the root cause of the problem may be 
different than if the person is underperforming the whole job.  The worksheet on this page will help you 
clarify the primary tasks and responsibilities of the person you are diagnosing.  In the first column, list 
those tasks which are most important for achieving the personÕs objectives.  Then rate the performance 
of this person on these tasks (Lo - Mod - Hi), and give a short description why the performance is a 
problem. 
 
You may find that there are many important tasks on which this person underperforms, or you may find 
that the person is a high performer on all but one. 
  

What Aspects of the Job are 

Most Important? 
What Is This Person!s Performance? 

 
Tasks, Responsibilities, Projects 

Performance 
(Lo, Mod, Hi) 

 
Describe the Performance 

1. 
 
 
 

  

2. 
 
 
 

  

3. 
 
 
 

  

4. 
 
 
 

  

5. 
 
 
 

  

6. 
 
 
 

  

7. 
 
 
 

  

8. 
 
 
 

  

 
On the following pages, you may choose to evaluate the causes of underperformance: 
¥ for this personÕs overall job 
¥ on one or more of their primary tasks  
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Is There an Ability Problem? 
 
Instructions: Keep your mind focused on the tasks in question.  Then decide whether any of the Problem Descriptions below 
apply to the person!s performance.  Put up to 5 checks in each box in the right column depending on the severity of the 
problem, e.g., if the problem is a "fatal flaw!, put 5 checks; if the problem "Highly Describes! the person, put 3 checks in the 
box; if the problem "Somewhat Describes! the person, put 1 check.  If the problem description does not apply, leave the box 
blank.  You will tally your check marks on page 7. 

Competency  Problem Description Put 0 to 5 Checks 
Here 

Analytical 1 Slow to comprehend numbers and data.  Does not use logic to guide decisions.  
Poor numeric skills. 

A 

Conceptual 2 Slow to comprehend complex issues.  Black-and-white.  DoesnÕt read people well. A 
Common Sense 3 Lacks street-smarts, common sense and practicality.  CanÕt translate ideas into 

action.  Over-emphasizes theory. 
A 

Managing Detail 4 Gets lost in irrelevant detail, or conversely is careless with details.  Loses control of 
simple priorities.  Disorganized and undisciplined. 

A 

Versatility 5 DoesnÕt adjust easily to changes, demands and pressures.  Inflexible.     A 
Ability to Learn 6 Slow learner. A 

 
 
Is There a Mismatch Problem? 
 

Competency  Problem Description Put 0 to 5 Checks 
Here 

Pragmatism 7 ÔRocket scientistÕ who operates on too high an intellectual plane.  Brilliant with 
some topics and disinterested in others. 

B 

Broad Gauged 8 Prefers to operate in a narrow range of specialized tasks.  ÔTechnical whizÕ who has 
trouble seeing big-picture issues. 

B 

Challenged 9 Is restless and bored with the job. B 
People Oriented 10 Not suited as a manager or supervisor.  More technically-oriented than socially-

oriented. 
B 

 
 
Is There a Knowledge/Skill Problem? 
 

Competency  Problem Description Put 0 to 5 Checks 
Here 

Basic 

Knowledge/Skills 
11 Lacks knowledge of the product/service/technology.  Lacks basic skills, or has 

forgotten a skill once learned.  
E 

Experience 12 Lacks practice or experience with current responsibilities.  Has suffered under a bad 
role model.  Needs more seasoning. 

D 

Managing Detail 13 Minor tendency to bog down in irrelevant detail, or skim details carelessly.  
Somewhat disorganized.  Poor time management skills.  Loose priorities under 
pressure. 

C E 

Social Skills & 

Communication 

 

14
A 

Has terrible social skills which probably canÕt be developed, e.g., insensitive, 
antisocial, rebellious, violent temper;  OR . . . 

A B 

(Choose A or B) 14
B 

has rough social skills which probably can be developed with some training and 
coaching, e.g., impatient listening, not diplomatic, not service-oriented, politically 
careless. 

C D E 

Management & 

Leadership Skills 

 

15
A 

Experienced manager who lacks skills.  Is autocratic, or fails to be sufficiently 
demanding.  Doesn't exercise authority.  Fails to delegate.  Fails to give enough 
feedback.  Fails to show or earn respect; OR . . . 

C E 

(Choose A or B) 15
B 

inexperienced manager who shows any of the behavior in 15A. C D E 
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Is There an Awareness/Motivation Problem? 
 

Competency  Problem Description Put 0 to 5 Checks 
Here 

Clarity About 

Job Objectives 

 

16
A 

Chronically confused about: objectives, goals, the impact of non-performance.  
Seeks excessive guidance, even after objectives are spelled out; OR . . . 

A 

(Choose A or B) 16
B 

occasionally confused about: objectives, goals, the impact of non-performance.  
Responds effectively to guidance. 

C D 

Big Picture 

Awareness 
17 
A 

Experienced manager who lacks grasp of business plan.  Superficial awareness of 
Company goals and priorities.  Narrow scope; OR . . . 

A C 

(Choose A or B) 17 
B 

inexperienced manager who lacks grasp of business plan.  Superficial awareness of 
Company goals and priorities.  Narrow scope. 

D 

Political Maturity 18 Immature.  Tends to put foot in mouth.   C D 
Cooperation 19 Says - ÒIt isn't my jobÓ.  Cocky, pessimistic or cynical attitude.  Uncooperative in 

team efforts. 
B C D 

Reliability 20 Unreliable.  Not conscientious or responsible.  Poor work ethic. A C 
Influential 21 Shows frustration due to problems Ôoutside my controlÕ. C F 
Proactivity 22 Hesitates to ask questions.  Stays in a comfort zone.  Not proactive.  Fear of the 

unknown. 
B C D 

Confident of 

Knowledge 
23 Insecure about lack of knowledge or education. D E 

Confident of 

Abilities 
24 Severe insecurity and paralysis.  Recent drastic changes in performance. A F 

 
 
 
 

Is There a Problem with the Job Environment? 
 

Instructions: Complete this section by rating the person!s environment, using up to 5 checks in each box as before. 
Environment  Problem Description Put 0 to 5 Checks 

Here 
Appropriate 

Rewards 
25 Are there rewards for poor performance (peer pressure, comfort, fun, attention, 

money, etc.)?  Do you as a manager unwittingly reward poor performance (laugh at 
sarcasm, ignore politicking, avoid risk)? 

F 

Sufficient 

Rewards 
26 Is there lack of incentives to improve quality and performance?  Are people not 

recognized for innovative ideas?  Do you as a manager fail to acknowledge this 
personÕs contributions?   

F 

Support 27 Are there punishments for good performance, e.g. red tape, uncooperative 
coworkers, constraints, conflicting priorities, etc.?  Are you as manager intimidating 
or hard to work for, in the eyes of this person? 

F 

Tolerance 28 Is the culture intolerant of healthy risks and mistakes? F 
Resources 29 Does this person face a lack of: budget, time, staff, staff/peer talent, authority, 

tools/systems, etc.? 
F 

 30 Is there a lack of communication from yourself, customers or other departments? C F 
Clear 

Expectations 
31 Is the task/job/environment unpredictable or unusually complex?  Are there recent 

changes in the organization or market?  Are responsibilities matrixed? 
C D F 

Feedback 32 Has the person suffered from lack of feedback in the past, or is confused about 
his/her role in the problem?  Does the person lack contact with people who give 
feedback? 

C F 

Absence of 

Obstacles 
33 Is the task/job/environment uncontrollable?  Are there restrictive policies?  Does the 

person face uncooperative peers/superiors/customers? 
F 

Clear Priorities 34 Do expectations or priorities conflict?  Do orders come from different people?  Are 
responsibilities poorly matrixed? 

C F 

Supportive 

Systems 
35 Are there insufficient support systems to help the person get work done 

(performance data, usable budgets, financials, HR support, quality data, etc.)? 
F 
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Determining a Root Cause 
 

The letters in the Òcheck boxesÓ on the previous pages refer to 6 different root causes, listed below.  First count the checks 
in all boxes labeled ÔAÕ, and write this number in the ÔTotal CheckmarksÕ box below.  Do the same for letters ÔBÕ  through 
ÔFÕ.  Then, circle the range that corresponds to the number of check marks. 

 
 

 Root Cause Record Total 
Checkmarks 

Here 

Probably 

Not a Cause 

Possibly  

a Cause 

Very Likely 

a Cause 

 A 
Lacks Ability 

 
< 8 8 - 22 > 22 

 B 
Poor Job Match or Stale 

 
< 5 5 - 14 > 14 

 C 
Unclear Expectations 

 
< 12 12 - 30 > 30 

 D 
Lacks Experience & Perspective 

 
< 8 8 - 20 > 20 

 E 
Needs Training & Education 

 
< 4 4 - 12 > 12 

 F 
Unsupportive Environment 

 
< 9 9 - 26 > 26 

 
 
Interpreting the Results: 
 
¥ Because this exercise is subjective, your skill and mood may affect the magnitude of your ratings.  If 

your ratings are too low, first ask yourself if this person is really underperforming.  If so, go back 
and rate the questions more critically.  You may wish to get a second opinion on your ratings, from 
Human Resources or your manager. 

 
¥ For some underperformers you will have one, clear-cut cause.  For others you will have several.  It is 

not uncommon to have multiple causes, because behavior and organizations are complex, and 
assessment requires skill.  Sometimes it takes more powerful diagnostic tools to differentiate among 
the root causes of underperformance. 

 
¥ Note that when ÔLacks AbilityÕ shows up as a primary cause, other causes may be moot, because 

ability generally cannot be developed (see next page).  In the case of multiple causes or an ability 
problem, the person should be professionally assessed before decisions are made about their 
development or career. 

 
¥ If ÔUnsupportive EnvironmentÕ is high, other scores may be inflated, because a personÕs behavior is 

typically affected by an unsupportive environment.  Also, it may be hard to evaluate the 
environment, unless you look from the perspective of the underperformer. 

 
¥ If you feel you have a good handle on one or two causes, see the chart on the following page for 

strategies on how to develop the person you have diagnosed. 
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Strategies for Developing an Underperformer 
  

Root Cause General 

Strategy 

Specific Strategy 

 
 

A 

Lacks Ability 

 

 

 
 

 

Transfer, 

Modify Job 

 

Abilities rarely change or develop.  When lack of ability is the cause of a 
performance problem, the person probably can't be developed for the tasks in 
question, but should be aggressively tested and developed anyway to verify this.  A 
professional assessment is highly recommended.  If there is no improvement after 6 
months, the job should be simplified, redesigned or the person moved/outplaced.  
You should keep HR and upper management carefully tuned into your efforts, to 
reality-check your approach. 

 

B 

Poor 

Job 

Match or Stale 

or Outplace 
 

Some people have gifted abilities, but in the wrong areas.  The person may be 
overqualified, on the wrong career path or not willing to adjust to change.  Others, 
especially unusually bright people, become stale if they are not on a stiff learning 
curve.  If there is a mismatch, people usually ÔknowÕ it, although may feel too 
apprehensive or confused to discuss it rationally.  A professional assessment and 
career counseling is recommended.  Promotion or outplacement may be needed.  
For stale people, rotation or project assignments are recommended. 

 

 

 

C 

Unclear 

Expectations 

 
 

Many people become confused about their roles and objectives, particularly if their 
job changes or becomes more ambiguous.  This is common, especially if you as a 
manager underestimate your peopleÕs need for structure.  Performance can usually 
be corrected by your efforts.  Ambiguity must be minimized via communication, 
structure, feedback and coaching.  Roles, objectives, deadlines and measures must 
be more clearly defined.  A participative approach can work for talented people who 
can be involved in decisions, otherwise a more directive approach is necessary for 
people who are really out of control. 

 

 

D 

Lacks 

Experience & 

Perspective 

Develop 
 

Further job experience, coaching and mentoring will enhance skills and perspective.  
Scope can be broadened via exposure to talented people and new assignments.  Job 
rotation may be of value.  Reviewing previously learned skills may be in order.  See 
88 Assignments for Development published by the Center for Creative Leadership 
(336-288-7210) for ideas for on-the-job development. 

 

 

E 

Needs Training 

& Education 

 
 

Some performance problems are due to lack of simple skills which can be learned 
easily.  Take the person's most significant deficiencies (technical, business or 
interpersonal skills) to HR for ideas.  Pursue short, practical, high-quality seminars, 
or skill-based team building with intact work groups.  Consider development 
assignments as an on-the-job alternative to classroom training (see ÔDÕ). 

 

 

 

 

F 

Unsupportive 

Environment 

 

 

 

 

Modify 

Environment 

or Processes 

 

This problem is often under your control as this person's manager.  It is even 
possible that you are part of the problem.  It is your responsibility to tackle these 
issues, since most underperformers don't have the authority or wherewithal to find 
their own solutions.  Identify whether there are rewards for poor performance or 
insufficient rewards for good performance.  Identify hidden punishments, obstacles, 
constraints and conflicting priorities.  Remove negative consequences; provide 
positive rewards.  Do some hard soul-searching.  Ask others for candid input.  Be 
willing to acknowledge your role in the problem.  Discuss needed rewards and 
resources with the person; gain agreement on what is realistic and who will provide 
what.  An organizational assessment may be necessary, leading to simplified 
procedures, redesigned processes and slaughtered sacred cows. 
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Taking Action 
 
 
What do I want from this situation?  What does minimally acceptable performance look like?  What 
does ideal performance look like? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Has the person had this problem in the past?  What is my initial strategy for dealing with the problem?  
What has worked before, and what has not?  Where are the critical sources of ambiguity?  How can the 
job be simplified? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Over the next 12 months, what do I expect this person to do to address the problem?  What has he/she 
committed to do? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Over the next 12 months, what have I committed to do? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


