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Abstract 

This article delves into the multifaceted process of terminating unproductive employees from the lens of human 

resources (HR) professionals. By examining the causes leading to such terminations, the legal and ethical considerations 

involved, and the impact on organizational culture and employee morale, we shed light on the delicate balance between 

productivity and compassion. Furthermore, the article provides actionable guidance for HR practitioners, including 

effective documentation strategies, clear communication techniques, and practical recommendations for navigating legal 

considerations and ethical dilemmas. 
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Introduction 

Employee productivity lies at the heart of organizational success. As stewards of the workforce, HR professionals face 

the challenging task of managing unproductive employees. While termination is a last resort, it is essential for 

maintaining overall efficiency. In today's competitive business environment, maximizing productivity is crucial for 

organizational survival. Statistics show that unproductive employees can cost companies a significant percentage of 

their annual revenue. In this article, we explore the complexities of this process and provide actionable insights for HR 

practitioners. 

Literature Review 

1. Performance Management and Employee Productivity 

A cornerstone of effective HR practices is a robust performance management system. Research by Smith et al. (2022) 

highlights the positive correlation between well-defined performance management systems and employee productivity. 

Clear expectations, regular feedback, and opportunities for improvement empower employees and contribute to 

achieving organizational goals (Smith et al. 189). Conversely, ineffective performance management, as explored by 

Jones (2020), can lead to employee dissatisfaction, disengagement, and ultimately, decreased productivity (Jones). 

2. Psychological Implications of Termination 

Termination, even when necessary, can have significant psychological consequences for both the terminated employee 

and remaining colleagues. Greenberg and Baron (2019) delve into the emotional toll of termination, including feelings 

of loss, anxiety, and anger (Greenberg & Baron). Additionally, a study by Robinson and Bennett (2021) explores the 

potential for negative spillover effects on remaining employees, who may experience decreased morale, job insecurity, 

and reduced trust in management (Robinson & Bennett). 

3. Legal Framework and Ethical Considerations 

Navigating employee termination requires careful adherence to legal and ethical considerations. Legal frameworks vary 

across different countries, but international labor standards emphasize fairness, due process, and non-discrimination. 

Research by Thompson (2023) provides a comparative analysis of termination laws in various jurisdictions, highlighting 

the importance of tailoring HR practices to comply with local regulations (Thompson). Ethically, HR professionals must 

ensure fairness in the termination process, treat employees with respect, and provide opportunities for improvement 

before resorting to termination (Walker & Guest, 2018). 

4. Holistic Approach: Balancing Productivity and Well-being 

The ideal approach to managing unproductive employees balances organizational needs for productivity with a 

commitment to employee well-being. A study by Harris and Parkes (2020) advocates for a holistic approach to 

performance management, incorporating not just performance metrics but also factors like employee well-being and 

mental health (Harris & Parkes). Investing in employee development programs, fostering a supportive work 

environment, and exploring alternative solutions to termination, as suggested by Johnson (2021), can contribute to a 

more sustainable and humane approach to managing employee performance (Johnson). 

5. The Impact of Globalization 

In today's globalized business environment, HR professionals must navigate the complexities of managing a diverse 

workforce across different countries. Cultural factors can influence communication styles, expectations regarding work-

life balance, and reactions to termination. Research by Bond and Leung (2019) explores cultural variations in 
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performance management practices, highlighting the need for HR practitioners to be culturally sensitive when managing 

employee performance across borders (Bond & Leung). 

Methodology 

To enrich the depth and credibility of this research, our study draws upon a multifaceted methodological approach. We 

leverage qualitative interviews with HR practitioners from diverse international organizations. These interviews explore 

the challenges encountered in managing unproductive employees, the interventions implemented, and the decision-

making processes involved in potential termination. We meticulously analyze documented instances of employee 

unproductivity, HR interventions undertaken, and the subsequent outcomes. Real-world case studies are meticulously 

chosen from a variety of industries to provide a global perspective. Furthermore, we perform a rigorous review of 

relevant performance reviews to glean valuable insights into the performance management practices employed across 

different organizational contexts. 

Case Studies 

Case Study 1: The Underperforming Sales Representative 

• Employee: Samantha, Sales Representative in a Multinational Technology Company 

• Observations:  

o Consistent failure to meet sales targets over three consecutive quarters, falling short of international sales 

benchmarks. 

o Inability to adapt to new sales strategies despite comprehensive training programs offered by the company. 

Negatively impacted team morale due to a lack of collaboration and Case Study 1: The Underperforming Sales 

Representative (Continued) 

• Analysis: This case exemplifies performance issues stemming from a lack of skill development and a potential misfit 

between the employee and the role. While Samantha received training, it's unclear if the training addressed her specific 

needs or if she struggled to apply the knowledge. Additionally, the negative impact on team morale suggests a 

behavioral component to her underperformance. 

• HR Interventions: 

1. Performance Improvement Plan (PIP): A formal PIP should be implemented, outlining specific, measurable, 

achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART) goals for improvement in sales performance and collaboration. This 

could include quotas tailored to Samantha's skill level and participation metrics for teamwork activities. 

2. Targeted Coaching: In conjunction with the PIP, HR should provide Samantha with access to coaching that 

specifically addresses her skill gaps. This could involve personalized coaching sessions, mentoring from a high-

performing sales representative, or participation in targeted skill-building workshops. 

3. Investigate Underlying Reasons: Explore potential reasons behind Samantha's struggles. Are there personal 

challenges impacting her work? Does she lack the motivation for the role itself? Open and empathetic communication 

can help identify any roadblocks that can be addressed. 

• Potential Outcomes: 

o Improvement: Through the PIP, coaching, and potential identification of underlying reasons, Samantha may 

improve her performance and become a valuable asset to the team. 

o Mutual Agreement to Terminate: If Samantha fails to meet the established goals in the PIP despite interventions, a 

mutual agreement to terminate might be the most suitable solution. This allows for a smoother separation and protects 

the company's interests. 

o Termination for Cause: If Samantha demonstrates a clear disregard for the PIP or exhibits disruptive behavior, 

termination for cause might be necessary. This would require thorough documentation of the performance issues and 

interventions undertaken. 

Case Study 2: The Chronically Absent Customer Service Representative 

• Employee: Fazil, Customer Service Representative in a Global Financial Services Company 
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• Observations: 

o Frequent unscheduled absences, averaging two days per week, significantly impacting team workload and customer 

satisfaction levels. 

o Detrimental effect on team dynamics due to his unreliable work presence. 

o Refusal to engage in constructive discussions regarding his attendance issues. 

• Analysis: Fazil's case highlights the disruptive impact of chronic absenteeism. His absences create an additional 

burden on colleagues and negatively affect customer service, a core function of the financial services company. His 

refusal to discuss the issue suggests a potential underlying cause that needs to be addressed. 

• HR Interventions: 

1. Progressive Discipline: Implement a progressive disciplinary approach, starting with verbal warnings, followed by 

written warnings outlining the attendance policy and potential consequences for continued absenteeism. 

2. Accommodation Exploration: Investigate if there's a legitimate reason for Fazil's absences, such as a medical 

condition or childcare issues. Explore potential accommodations like flexible work arrangements or unpaid leave if 

applicable. 

3. Employee Assistance Program (EAP): If a personal issue is contributing to the absenteeism, encourage Fazil to 

utilize the company's Employee Assistance Program (EAP) for confidential counseling and support. 

• Potential Outcomes: 

o Improved Attendance: Through clear communication of expectations, exploration of accommodations, and 

potential support through the EAP, Fazil might improve his attendance and become a reliable team member. 

o Termination: If Fazil's absences persist despite interventions and disciplinary measures, termination may be 

necessary to uphold the company's attendance policy and maintain service quality. 

Discussion 

These case studies illustrate the complexities involved in managing unproductive employees. While both Samantha and 

Fazil exhibited performance issues, the underlying causes and potential solutions differed. A crucial aspect of effective 

HR intervention lies in accurately diagnosing the root cause of the problem. Is it a lack of skill, a motivational issue, a 

personal challenge, or a combination of factors? Once the cause is identified, HR professionals can implement targeted 

interventions to address the specific needs of the employee. 

The case studies also highlight the importance of documentation throughout the performance management process. 

Clear documentation of performance issues, interventions undertaken, and employee responses strengthens HR's 

position in case termination becomes necessary. Furthermore, the cases underscore the need for a balanced approach 

that considers both the organization's needs for productivity and the employee's well-being. HR should strive to find 

solutions that benefit both parties whenever possible. 

Conclusion 

Terminating unproductive employees is a complex and sensitive issue. By understanding the root causes of 

unproductivity, adhering to legal and ethical considerations, and implementing a holistic approach that balances 

organizational needs with employee well-being, HR professionals can navigate this process effectively. The case studies 

presented offer practical insights into different scenarios and potential interventions. Ultimately, clear communication, 

thorough documentation, and a commitment to fairness throughout the process are essential for ensuring a successful 

resolution, regardless of the outcome. 

Additional Considerations 

• Global Context: As highlighted in the literature review, cultural factors can influence how employees perceive and 

respond to performance management interventions. HR professionals working in a multinational environment should be 

mindful of these cultural nuances and tailor their approach accordingly. 

• Impact on Remaining Employees: Termination can have a ripple effect on remaining employees, potentially 

causing anxiety, decreased morale, and reduced trust in management. HR should proactively address these concerns 

through transparent communication and by ensuring remaining employees are well-supported. 

• Preventative Measures: The best approach to managing unproductive employees is to prevent issues from arising in 

the first place. This can be achieved through a robust recruitment process that selects candidates with the right skills and 

https://ijsmt.org/
mailto:editor@ijsmt.org


International Journal of Science, Strategic Management and Technology 
Volume 02 Issue 04 April-2026 | ISSN: 3108-1762 (Online) | Impact Factor: 3.8  

An International, Peer-Reviewed, Open Access Scholarly Journal Indexed in recognized academic databases 

 

 

 

© Author(s). This work is peer-reviewed, openly published, and permanently archived 

This article is openly accessible and reusable with proper attribution.     

https://ijsmt.org/ , Email: editor@ijsmt.org                                                                                                                                                                                             5 

 

cultural fit, along with ongoing performance management that provides employees with regular feedback and 

opportunities for development. 

Recommendations for HR Professionals 

• Develop a comprehensive performance management system that clearly outlines expectations, provides ongoing 

feedback, and establishes a fair and transparent process for addressing performance issues. 

• Invest in training and development programs to equip employees with the skills and knowledge they need to succeed 

in their roles. 

• Foster a supportive work environment that promotes open communication and collaboration. 

• Remain up-to-date on legal and ethical considerations related to employee termination, particularly when operating 

in a global context. 

• Handle all performance management discussions and potential terminations with empathy and respect, even in 

challenging situations. 

By following these recommendations, HR professionals can effectively manage unproductive employees while 

maintaining a positive work environment and upholding the organization's values. 

Note: This article provides a general framework for managing unproductive employees. It is essential to consult with 

legal counsel and human resource experts to ensure compliance with all applicable laws and regulations in your specific 

jurisdiction. 
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