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Progressive Discipline — Considerations*

If progressive discipline is required, make sure you consider all relevant information prior to deciding 
what you will do. The following flowchart will help you determine what action to take. 

Do you have enough evidence 
to prove that the employee displayed 
inappropriate behaviour or violated 

the company’s policies or rules?

Do you know all the facts 
surrounding the situation?

Has the company enforced rules and
standards consistently in the past?

Do not proceed with discipline.

Is the disciplinary action appropriate?

Take disciplinary action.

1. Have you thoroughly investigated the issue?
2. Has the investigation been fair and objective?
3. Has the investigation been timely?
4. Have you allowed the employee to tell their account of the situation?
5. Do you know if the employee was provoked in any manner?
6. Do you have clear notes?
7. Have you remained uninvolved emotionally during this process?

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

NO

 
*Society for Human Resource Management, Counseling and Employee Disciplinary Issues. Online: www.shrm.org
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The Four Steps of Progressive Discipline
Progressive discipline usually consists of four distinct steps: 

1. Verbal discussion

2. Written warning

3. Suspension

4. Dismissal

At each step, you need to:

•  Accurately identify the issue

•  Investigate its validity

•  Listen to the employee’s point of view

•  Offer support to correct the behaviour (if appropriate)

•  Document the outcome of the discussions

Support may include such measures as: enrolling the employee in a training course; coaching them on 
company policy and acceptable behaviour; or re-assigning workload to more accurately match the 
employee’s skills. 

The typical steps in progressive discipline are described below. These steps are usually followed in order 
unless the behaviour in question is so serious it warrants more serious consequences. Always carry out 
disciplinary discussions in a face-to-face meeting with the employee, their manager or supervisor, and a 
third person (witness or employee representative) present.

Step One: Verbal Discussion
Inform the employee why the behaviour is not acceptable. Clearly communicate the expectations of 
the company, and explain the ways in which the employee’s behaviour has deviated from these 
expectations. Clearly instruct the employee on what they must do to demonstrate acceptable 
behaviour from this point forward. Tell the person the consequences should the behaviour continue, 
and advise them that a record of this verbal discussion will be placed in their personnel file.

Step Two: Written Warning
Give a written warning if the verbal warning has resulted in no improvement in the employee’s 
behaviour. A sample written warning is provided in this section. The written warning clearly 
stipulates what will happen if the behaviour is not corrected. For example, state that if the behaviour 
continues a three-day suspension without pay will be imposed. An employee may receive one or 
two written warnings (depending upon the severity of the infraction) before a suspension is 
imposed.
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Step Three: Suspension
A suspension tends to be short-term, ranging from one to five days; it can be with pay or without 
pay. Depending on the circumstances, generally a suspension is an escalation of discipline and 
should have been referenced in the written warning in step two of the disciplinary procedure.

Step Four: Dismissal 
Dismissal may be your final option, assuming you have provided the employee with as much 
support as possible (such as training courses, time off to re-assess the situation, possibly  
re-assigning workload) and have followed and documented each stage of the progressive discipline 
process. Always work closely with your human resources advisor or legal counsel prior to initiating 
a dismissal, as there are many legal implications. 

Taking Disciplinary Action

More Severe Less Severe

•  Infraction is serious •  Infraction is not serious

•  Employee’s behaviour hampers the 
day-to-day operation of the company

•  Impact of employee behaviour is limited

•  Employee was informed of the work rules 
in advance

•  Employee was not informed of the work 
rules in advance

•  Similar documented discipline problems  
in the past by this employee

•  Employee was made aware of the 
consequences of this behaviour

•  Adequate warning was provided about  
the inappropriate behaviour

•  No previous documented discipline 
problems with the employee

Always keep complete written records. You must document, in writing, every step of the progressive  
discipline process. 
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Dealing with Incompetence
Does the employee lack the skills needed to do the job? If so, first 
clarify the expectations of the job. Discuss with the employee what will 
happen if there isn’t improvement. This may include being dismissed. 
Act promptly. If you let it go for too long without taking action you are 
considered to be condoning the poor work performance. You cannot 
then use it as a reason for dismissal.

Next, ask yourself if this person has the ability to learn the skills needed  
for the job. If so, give the employee a fair chance to improve work 
performance by providing job training and supervision. Allow enough  
time for the employee to practise and use new skills. Or, if this is a  
long-time employee with a good work record who has now changed 
positions, you could consider giving the person different work duties.  
This might be fairer than starting the disciplinary process.

If the employee’s work performance improves, the process worked.  
If not, you are now in a better position to decide if dismissal is 
warranted.

Employer Checklist for Progressive Discipline

• Set out clear, reasonable job expectations in company policy. 

• Communicate clearly job expectations to all employees. 

• Bring unacceptable work to the attention of the employee  
promptly. 

• Provide reasonable supervision, training and instruction. 

• Give reasonable warning that failure to meet these expectations 
could result in dismissal. 

• Allow for time and opportunity to meet the job expectations. 

• As a final step in the process, if there is no improvement,  
dismiss the employee. 

• Keep complete written records. 

From Human Resources and Social 
Development Canada on Progressive 
Discipline (LT-116-03-07).  
Cited October 10, 2007.  
Online: www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/lp/lo/lswe/
ls/publications/progressive.shtml

Incompetence

Clarify job expectations

Give training and supervision

Give time and opportunity for 
job performance to improve

Give written warning of  
what will happen if work  

does not improve

Review performance

Work 
improves, 
problem 
solved

Work does  
not improve, 

problem 
unresolved

Employee 
dismissed
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Dealing with Misconduct
Did the employee (intentionally or unintentionally) break the  
rules needed to keep the workplace safe and effective? If so, 
speak with the individual. Listen to all sides of the story. Collect  
all the facts, including those given by witnesses. Decide if the 
misconduct of your employee is minor or severe. 

Take into account factors such as:

• Seriousness and/or frequency of the problem 

• Employee’s work history 

• Effect on the company 

If the misconduct is minor, review the expectations with the 
employee. Outline the consequences if these expectations are 
not met. 

You may think it’s time-consuming to keep a written record of  
the progressive discipline activities. Nonetheless, you absolutely 
must document what you do. 

If you both come to an agreement that the behaviour will be 
corrected, the problem is solved. However, if the behaviour  
does not improve, you might give the employee a written  
warning about possible suspension. If the problem persists,  
you might consider suspending the employee. If you do suspend 
the person, provide, in writing, the expectations and future 
consequences if they are not met. Once the suspension is over, 
try to come to an agreement that there will be no further 
misconduct. You are now in a better position to decide whether 
the last resort — dismissal — is warranted.

If the misconduct is severe, you may have just cause to fire the 
employee. 

Employer Checklist for Progressive Discipline

• Give the employee the opportunity to tell their side. 

• Collect all the relevant facts surrounding the misconduct. 

• Give a verbal warning. 

• Give a written warning. 

• Suspend the employee. 

• As a final step in the process, dismiss the employee. 

• Keep complete written records.

From Human Resources and Social 
Development Canada on Progressive Discipline 
(LT-116-03-07). Cited October 10, 2007. 
Online: www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/lp/lo/lswe/ls/
publications/progressive.shtml

Misconduct

Severe Minor

Speak to employee,  
give verbal warning

Behaviour 
improves, 
problem 
solved

Behaviour doesn’t  
improve,  

give written warning

Behaviour 
improves, 
problem 
solved

Behaviour doesn’t  
improve, suspension  

may be next

Agreement 
reached, 
problem 
solved

Not resolved

Employee dismissed
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