LINE MANAGER GUIDE – HOW TO MANAGE PROBATIONARY PERIODS
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1. WHY HAVE A PROBATIONARY PERIOD?
[bookmark: node-713373]Most organisations set a probation period for new starters and it makes sense to do so. 
The reason to have a probation period is twofold - it allows a period of time for both the employer and employee to determine whether the individual is right for the role and it focuses attention on ensuring the new employee has the training, support and guidance they need to perform in the role. 
The first few months in a role are crucial to the long-term performance of an individual - this is the time when the underpinning knowledge required to do the role needs to be attained and where bad habits can develop if proper guidance is not provided.
Probation forms part of the contract of employment and continuing employment is usually subject to successful completion of probation. 
It is therefore important that the process is properly managed and that having a probationary period is meaningful for both the organisation and the employee. 
Organisations should determine how long the appropriate probationary period is for new starters to the organisation and should apply this consistently to all staff. 
This can vary between three months and six months with the potential to extend. 
2. HOW TO MAKE PROBATION MEANINGFUL
It should be made clear when an offer of employment is made that the role is subject to probation and the length of the probationary period. 
This should be confirmed in the written offer of employment and outlined in the statement of written particulars of employment. 
Appropriate wording might include the following: “Your employment is subject to your satisfactory completion of a [duration] month probationary period. During this period, your work performance and general suitability will be assessed and, if it is satisfactory, your employment will continue. However, if your work performance is not up to the required standard, or you are considered to be generally unsuitable, we may either take remedial action (which may include the extension of your probationary period) or terminate your employment at any time.”
As part of the induction process probation should be discussed and the process explained to the new employee. 
This should include explaining how probation will be monitored, what meetings will take place and expectations of the new employee during their probationary period.
It is important as part of the induction process that managers discuss the role and ensure the new employee understands what is required of them in respect of their job description along with standards of performance including behaviour and attitude towards the role and the organisation, (eg attendance and time keeping.) 
Managers should also explain the steps that will be taken if the individual is not performing to the standard they expect and what they will do to support them.
3. LENGTH OF PROBATIONARY PERIOD
It is common for employers to have probationary periods of one, three or six months. 
Probationary periods aren’t governed by law, so the length is the employer’s choice and is likely to depend on the complexity and seniority of the role and some organisations choose to operate a 12-month probationary period.
The length of the probation period will become especially important as the qualifying period for unfair dismissal protection is reduced from two years to six months. 
Probationary periods of six months will, essentially, become too long. It’s likely that employers will need to operate with maximum four-month probationary periods that give the opportunity for an extension and then the final assessment process, followed by the serving of notice, where dismissal is the conclusion.
4. REVIEW MEETING DURING THE PROBATIONARY PERIOD
It is good practice for managers to have regular one-to-one meetings with all employees but it is particularly important that this happens with new starters throughout their induction and probationary period. 
The aim of one-to-one meetings at this stage is to touch base about how the new starter feels things are going, ensure they are getting the support they need and to provide them with any feedback on how they are performing to date. 
Any concerns which come to light during this time should be raised with the employee immediately, not left for formal meetings.
A formal probation review meeting with the line manager should be arranged between halfway and two thirds of the way through the probationary period (e.g. one and a half months into a three-month probation period). The purpose of this meeting is to check on progress, to identify any concerns about how the individual is settling in, to discuss any issues around performance and to plan any training needs. 
At this stage there is still time to identify and address any issues, providing appropriate guidance, support or training where necessary. It also means there will be no surprises for the individual when it comes to the end of probation meeting and that the organisation is able to demonstrate that it has done everything it can to support them in their new role. 
If the line manager does have concerns about the performance of an individual at this stage in their probation, it is advisable that they speak to HR in advance to ensure they fully understand the procedure to be followed and to take advice on how they can support individuals to meet the performance standards.
 It may be helpful for HR to be at the probation meeting if this is felt appropriate or for the individual to be advised of the availability of support from HR.
If things are not going as well as hoped at this point, the individual should be advised where they need to improve if their probation is to be signed off at the end of the probationary period. They should also be advised at this point that their probation could be extended or their contract ended. 
Managers should be encouraged to speak to HR and get their involvement at this stage to ensure procedures are followed correctly and to obtain advice on any action they should take to support the new employee to reach the required standards.
5. REVIEW MEETING AT THE END OF THE PROBATIONARY PERIOD
At the end of the probationary period, a formal end of probation meeting should be held. This will often include a representative from HR to advise on process. The meeting should be arranged just before the date at which probation is due to end - not after. 
Employees should be formally invited to end of probationary period review meetings with the purpose of the meeting and the possible outcomes of the meeting clearly outlined. You may wish to make use of the template letter included here to invite the employee to the probationary period review meeting.
Managers should be encouraged to prepare for the probationary review meeting in the same way as they would for an appraisal - ensuring they are clear in relation to the standards expected, have evidence or examples to support their view on whether the employee is or is not meeting the required standards and can discuss what support has been provided.
It is good practice to encourage the employee to consider how they believe their probationary period has gone in advance of the meeting so that they are in a position to put forward their own assessment at the meeting and discuss where additional support may be required.
6. OUTCOME OF THE PROBATIONARY REVIEW MEETING
The outcome of the probationary review meeting should be formally recorded and kept on file. The possible outcomes of the review meeting are:
· confirmation that the probationary period has been successful
· extension of the probationary period and provision of further support as necessary
· confirmation that the probationary period has been unsuccessful and that employment will be terminated.
You will have to take different steps for each of these outcomes as explained below.
7. SUCCESSFUL PROBATIONARY PERIOD
If the organisation is satisfied that the probationary period has been successful this should be conveyed to the individual at the meeting and confirmed in writing. 
8. EXTENDING A PROBATIONARY PERIOD 
If there are still concerns about suitability for the role but it is believed that with further time and support these concerns can be addressed, consideration should be given to extending the probationary period. 
How long probation is extended for will depend on what the concerns are and the availability of support. It is recommended that this is no less than one month and not more than three months. Expectations of the employee during this extension and the support to be provided should be clearly outlined at this point. 
Managers should take advice from HR prior to extending probation to ensure that the correct procedures are followed and that they are clear how to manage the extension. 
It may be appropriate for HR to attend the meeting to extend probation. 
When extending probation, a plan should be put in place for managing the extension period — regular progress review meetings should be arranged, any training needs met and additional support such as a mentor, work shadowing opportunities or additional checking of work put in place.
It is important to keep a note of the probation meeting outlining what was discussed, including any concerns raised by the employee or requests for support and detailing what was agreed in the meeting.
The decision to extend probation should be confirmed in writing, detailing the length of time the probation has been extended for, standards of performance expected and the support that will be provided. It should also make clear what will happen if the standards of performance are not met. 
If following the extension of probation the employee is still not meeting the standards or performance required despite the support provided, a meeting should be convened to discuss termination of employment. 
This meeting should be formally convened and notes of the meeting kept with the individual being given the opportunity to state their position in relation to their performance. It may be appropriate for HR to attend the meeting to support the process and to ensure a record is kept.
9. UNSUCCESSFUL PROBATIONARY PERIOD 
If the employee has not met the required standards of performance, despite the support they have been given or offered during their probationary period, a decision can be taken to terminate the probationary period at this stage and notice given that their employment with the organisation will end.
The notice to be given will depend on what was stated in the contract of employment.
Contracts often state that notice is one week during probation, increasing on completion of probation. Check what was outlined in the employee’s contract and employment and make sure that you follow this exactly. 
The employee should be written to immediately confirming that they have not successfully completed their probation period and that their employment is being ended. You may wish to make use of the template letter included here.
[bookmark: Xaad0cb7d1d5b6bc99b93c674d424d6f969e1c6f]10. LINKING THE END OF PROBATION WITH APPRAISAL AND PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT
Once a new employee has completed their probation, their line manager still needs to maintain focus on their performance and their learning and development. 
The new employee will by now be capable and competent to carry out the role and it is important that they are set clear objectives at this stage.
It is likely to be the case that the end of an individual’s probationary period does not coincide with the annual review or appraisal process so it is important that your appraisal process provides a way for managers to bridge the gap between the completion of probation and the annual review cycle. 
It is recommended this is done at the end of probation by having an interim review meeting where line managers set business objectives and put in place a development plan for the reminder of the year. Depending on the length of period this needs to cover it may be a light-touch approach, building on the objectives set during probation and continuing training and development in the role. 
Equally it could be for a period as long as six months in which case appropriate objectives and development plans need to be put in place in line with your company appraisal process.









