
Annual Performance Reviews: How to Deliver
Constructive Feedback

Annual performance reviews are one of the most powerful tools available to HR
directors, yet they are also among the most challenging. Performance discussions must
balance organizational goals, employee engagement, and legal compliance. This becomes
particularly complex when addressing underperformance, disruptive behaviour, role
misalignment, laziness, or misconduct. 

Handled properly, annual reviews can correct behaviour, reduce liability, and re-
engage employees. Mishandled, they can damage morale, trigger grievances, or expose
the organization to claims of unfair treatment or constructive dismissal. For HR
leaders, the key lies in delivering constructive feedback that is clear, documented,
fair, and legally defensible. 

Prepare with Documentation and Objectivity 
Before the meeting, gather objective evidence. Legislation and workplace standards
place a strong emphasis on progressive discipline and documented performance
concerns. Vague statements such as "you're not meeting expectations" or "you seem
disengaged" are insufficient and potentially risky. 

Instead, prepare: 

Specific examples of performance gaps. 
Measurable metrics (missed deadlines, error rates, productivity data). 
Records of prior coaching conversations. 
Written job descriptions and performance standards. 

If addressing distracting behaviour (e.g., excessive socializing, personal device
use, or disrupting meetings), document dates, impacts on team productivity, and
any previous informal feedback. For misconduct or laziness, distinguish clearly
between performance issues (lack of ability) and behavioural issues (lack of effort
or willful non-compliance). This distinction matters legally and procedurally. 
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Create a Structured Conversation 
A structured format keeps discussions focused and professional. Many HR leaders use a
three-part framework: 

Describe the observed behaviour. 1.
Explain the impact. 2.
Clarify expectations and consequences. 3.

For example: 

"Over the past three months, three project deadlines were missed without advance
communication. This delayed client deliverables and required others to work overtime.
Your role requires proactive communication and adherence to timelines. We need to see
consistent on-time completion going forward." 

Avoid personal judgments such as "lazy" or "unmotivated." Focus strictly on behaviour
and outcomes. Language should remain factual, neutral, and improvement-oriented. 

Address Underperformance Directly 
Underperformance should never be softened to the point of ambiguity. Canadian courts
often examine whether employees were clearly informed that their performance was
unacceptable and that their employment could be at risk if it did not improve. 

Be explicit: 

State that performance is below expectations. 
Reference documented standards. 
Outline required improvements. 
Set measurable timelines. 

For example: 

"Your sales targets have been below the minimum threshold for two consecutive
quarters. The expectation is 90% of target. We will implement a 60-day performance
improvement plan with biweekly check-ins." 

Clarity protects both the organization and the employee. Employees cannot improve
what they do not fully understand. 

Managing Employees Who Distract or Disrupt Others 
Disruptive behaviour can undermine morale and productivity. However, these
conversations must be handled carefully to avoid appearing subjective or personal. 

Instead of saying, "You're distracting everyone," specify: 

The behaviour (extended non-work conversations, loud commentary,
interruptions). 
The impact (reduced team output, complaints from colleagues). 
The required change (professional conduct aligned with workplace standards). 
Reinforce workplace policies if applicable. In Canada, consistency in policy
enforcement is critical. If similar behaviour has been tolerated in others,
corrective action may appear discriminatory or arbitrary. 



When Role Expectations Are Not Being Met 
Sometimes employees drift outside their role or neglect core duties. Annual reviews
are an opportunity to realign expectations. 

Review the job description together. Highlight: 

Core responsibilities 
Performance metrics 
Behavioural competencies 

Ask open-ended questions: 

"How do you see your role?" 
"Are there obstacles preventing you from focusing on these priorities?" 

This approach ensures the issue is not due to unclear direction, inadequate training,
or workload imbalance. If expectations were never clearly communicated, the employer
shares responsibility. 

Issuing Warnings for Misconduct 
Where behaviour reflects willful neglect, refusal to follow direction, dishonesty,
harassment, or policy violations, the annual review may trigger formal discipline. 

Progressive discipline is standard practice unless the misconduct is severe. A
warning should: 

Reference the specific policy violated. 
Outline prior discussions (if applicable). 
State that the behaviour is unacceptable. 
Specify consequences if repeated. 

Maintain a professional tone. Even when frustrated, HR leaders must avoid emotional
language. The purpose of discipline is corrective, not punitive. For serious
misconduct, consult legal counsel before termination decisions. Courts assess whether
discipline was proportionate and procedurally fair. 

Balance Accountability with Support 
Constructive feedback should include support mechanisms. Underperformance is not
always intentional. Consider whether: 

Additional training is required. 
Workload is realistic. 
Accommodation may be needed under human rights legislation. 
Personal issues may be affecting performance. 

Under human rights laws, employers have a duty to accommodate to the point of undue
hardship. If performance concerns intersect with disability, family status, or other
protected grounds, proceed carefully and seek guidance. 

Avoid Common Pitfalls 
HR directors and workplace managers should ensure managers avoid: 

Surprising employees with issues never previously discussed. 



Comparing employees to one another. 
Using generalized or exaggerated language. 
Making threats without follow-through. 
Failing to document the discussion. 

Annual reviews should summarize a year of ongoing conversations, not introduce
concerns for the first time. 

End with a Clear Plan of Action 
Every difficult review should conclude with: 

Written performance expectations 
Measurable goals 
A timeline for reassessment 
Follow-up meeting dates 
Confirmation that the employee understands expectations. 

Document the discussion and provide a copy to the employee. Consistency and
transparency are critical in defending future employment decisions. 

The HR Director's Strategic Role 
For HR leaders, annual performance reviews are more than administrative exercises.
They are risk management tools, culture-shaping opportunities, and leadership
moments. Delivering constructive feedback with clarity, fairness, and legal awareness
protects the organization while giving employees a genuine opportunity to improve. 

Handled well, even difficult reviews can reinforce accountability, strengthen
performance standards, and preserve dignity. The goal is not simply to correct
behaviour, but to build a workplace culture where expectations are clear, feedback is
ongoing, and performance issues are addressed professionally and promptly. 


