Documentation Essentials  

Whether you are in HR or in a supervisory role, you will make many decisions that impact your employees from performance appraisals to recognition to corrective actions and termination of employment.  These decisions are serious and should not be taken lightly.  

In preparing to make these decisions, it is important to have good documentation of an employee’s overall work record, including previous actions taken, poor work performance, achievements, misconduct, and any other pertinent information, to see the whole picture before you make a critical decision.  

Types of Documentation

· Formal Documentation 
· When benefits or consequences are attached. 
· Part of the employee’s personnel file/record.
· For example, formal documentation may include performance reviews and written warnings. 

· Informal Documentation
· Used to capture day-to-day interactions of issues that are being monitored or that the supervisor wants to recognize.
· No threat to an employee’s job.
· For example, informal documentation  may include one-on-one meeting notes, coaching notes, and emails. 

· Supervisor Notes 
· Record of key events related to the employee (coaching, training, work performance conversations, compliments, achievements). 
· Focus on facts and observations, but not the person. 
· At a minimum include what and when. 
· Document any formal or informal actions, goals or objectives.
· Include specific dates and times.
· Use a log to track information.  Many HRIS, HRMS, HCM applications have this feature.

Create Good Documentation by Making Sure it is:

· Timely – Created at the time of incident. Not delayed.
· Accurate – Does not inflate or minimize conduct.
· Factual – Focused on facts not emotions.  No personal issues addressed.
· Specific – Includes specific examples of the conduct.
· Clear and concise – Focused, only the necessary information.
· Complete – Who, what, when, where, why, how, frequency
· Consistent – Similar issues with other employees are treated similarly.
· Refers to Company policies and procedures.
· Does not draw legal conclusions.
· Reviewed by HR.
· Signed and dated by the employee and the supervisor.
When You are Creating Documentation Remember to:

· Keep your audience in mind (judge, jury, attorney).  
· Choose your words wisely.  There is a difference between MUST and MAY.
· Do not create a list of things you should have documented a while ago.
· Require immediate and sustained improvement in misconduct or performance situations.
· Ensure that the document emphasizes the employer’s right to terminate employment at any time, even during a period in which an improvement plan is in place.
· Focus on the facts, not the person.

Electronic Documentation Tips

Electronic documentation, such as emails, text messages, instant messages and social media are all discoverable, meaning, they may be used as information in legal proceeding. Such items can be discovered even if the items are on a personal account or phone if it is reasonably related to work. Even if the documents are deleted, they may be forensically discovered. 

In Order to Have Good Electronic Communication, Supervisors Should:

· Keep communications factual. No opinions or judgements. 
· Use to communicate instructions, expectations, goals, performance, changes in policies.

With Electronic Communications, Supervisors Should Not: 

· Communicate their personal feelings or opinions about employees.
· Discuss actions they are considering or processing, unless directly to employee.
· Discuss employee complaints or investigations.
· Discuss employee medical information.
· Joke about protected classes or make jokes that are sexual in nature.
· Communicate about pending litigation or related issues.

When Documenting, Remember FIRSA:

· Facts – Make sure to explain
· What?
· When? 
· Where?
· Who?
· Why?
· Example:
Your report was due on March 6th at 5:00 p.m.  At noon, on March 6th you wrote an email indicating the report would be late, but that you would have it to me by the morning of March 7th.  I did not receive the report until March 9th.  



· Impact – Make sure to explain
· Productivity 
· Efficiency
· Quality
· Service
· Morale
· Turnover
· Example:
We will lose trust and credibility with our clients if we provide them with reports that are not accurate.  Our clients rely on your expertise to help them forecast for their business.  Ultimately, if they're provided inaccurate information on which they rely on it could cost them thousands of dollars and we could lose them as a client.

· Have Reasonable Expectations 
· Specific
· Positive
· Required
· Complete
· Example:
Your reports must be submitted by the last day of each quarter.  The reports must be complete, accurate and formatted according to the accepted sales reporting practices defined in your process manual.

The reports must include a sales forecast for the next quarter with a specific explanation for what those forecasts are based off of, and all footnotes referenced in the body must be included at the bottom of the page.  All other reporting practices defined in the manual must also be followed.

· State Solutions
· Example:
In the next two weeks, I will arrange for you to meet with our most experienced sales forecaster who will review the established process and give you some tips. If you have questions about the reports you are responsible for submitting to me, you need to talk with me at least five days before the deadline. You agreed to attend another online training on the accepted sales practices by the end of this month.  

· Explain Actions/Consequences
· Example:
You must demonstrate immediate and sustained improvement in this area of your job and continue to meet the performance standards for the other areas of your job.  I will check in with you after two weeks to check on your progress, unless meeting before then is warranted.  If immediate and sustained improvement is not made, corrective action may be taken up to and including termination.




Documentation Examples

WHAT NOT TO DO
Written Warning 

Employee: Evan Smith
Job Title: Machine Operator
Department: Warehouse
Incident: Evan exhibits a bad attitude when communicating with co-workers.
Action: Any further incidents will result in disciplinary action.

WHAT TO DO
First Written Warning 5/3/XX

Employee: Evan Smith
Job Title: Machine Operator
Department: Warehouse
Incident: In response to a question about the operation of the machine they operate, Evan raised their voice and used profanity in the team meeting today on the warehouse floor, in front of co-workers and the management team. This behavior is unacceptable and is a violation of the Communications and Professional Behavior policies.

Prior discussion or warnings on this subject: N/A.  Employee was provided a copy of the handbook upon hire, which included the Company’s policy on Communications and Professional Behavior.

Statement of Policy: Acceptable workplace behaviors are any behaviors that promote respect and courtesy in the workplace. These behaviors should be expressed in all mediums, whether that be verbal, non-verbal, in-person, or electronic. They include but are not limited to:

· Using respectful language in all interactions
· Listening with an open mind
· Giving direct, work-related feedback
· Expressing appreciation in a timely manner
· Approaching conflict with a true desire for resolution

 Disrespectful behavior includes but is not limited to:

· Yelling at another individual
· Talking down to and/or berating others
· Using a condescending tone to others
· Social exclusion or ostracism, ignoring others, silent treatment
· Treating some less favorably than others
· Undermining another’s work by giving impossible to meet deadlines or workloads
· Gossiping or spreading rumors
· Making threats, using intimidating tactics
· Any malicious behavior a reasonable person would find disturbing and/or harmful to their psychological health
Employee’s Response:
Corrective Action:  Raised voices and profanity are not tolerated at the Company.  We require employees to treat others with respect and professionalism at all times, as outlined in our Communications and Professional Behavior policies. Immediate and sustained improvement is required.  

Consequences: Any further incidents violating these policies, or any other policies, will result in further corrective action, up to and including termination.  

Employee Date and Signature: 
Supervisor Date and Signature: 


Supervisor Notes Examples

Occasionally, you will need to document decisions that do not involve communication with the employee, such as decisions for layoffs, position changes or re-organization.  It is important to document your decision-making process to show that your decisions were made using job-related facts and not potentially unlawful factors.

Your notes should NOT be used to note poor performance or misconduct in place of a corrective action form.  


WHAT NOT TO DOCUMENT

In May, we decided to eliminate the position of Administrative Assistant for financial reasons.

WHAT TO DOCUMENT

On May 23, 20XX, the management team met to discuss the elimination of an administrative position for cost-cutting reasons.  We performed this analysis: 

	
	Administrative Assistant
	Executive Assistant
	Account Rep

	Approximate yearly wage
	$30,160
	$41,600
	$31,200

	Length of service
	1 year, 2 months
	15 years, 6 months
	2 years,11 months

	Ability to take on more duties
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Job duties easily transferable
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Last performance evaluation rating
	Meets Expectations
	Exceeds Expectations
	Meets Expectations

	Corrective action in last six months
	Yes
	No
	No



Based on this analysis, we determined that the Account Rep and Administrative Assistant positions are similarly situated in terms of ability to take on more job duties and yearly wage.  However, due to the length of service and corrective actions, we decided to eliminate the Administrative Assistant position. The Administrative Assistant duties will be absorbed in large part by the Receptionist position.  This elimination will be implemented on June 1, 20XX.
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