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About the Author

Billy LaTorre writes straight-talking business guides for people who’ve had enough of HR jargon and corporate nonsense.

After twenty years helping small businesses stay out of tribunals (and therapy), he now turns that experience into books that make readers laugh and learn at the same time.

Other titles in the *Billy LaTorre Business Toolkit* include:

- Price a Job Toolkit

- How to Start a Business

- HR Letters & Templates

- HR Policies Handbook

- Handling Customer Complaints

- Working with Suppliers & Contractors

- Getting Paid on Time

- How to Dump a Customer

- Building Client Loyalty *(Free)*

- Finding the Perfect Business Premises
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Disclaimer

This book offers general guidance only. It’s not legal advice, tribunal representation, or an excuse to sack Dave without paperwork.

Always check your latest employment law updates before taking disciplinary action.
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Dedication

For every small-business owner who’s ever said, “I’ve told him three times already,” and wondered what to do next.
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“Because sometimes ‘a quiet word’ just isn’t enough.”  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1  WHY “DEALING WITH STAFF” ISN’T OPTIONAL  
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There are two kinds of bosses.  

The ones who deal with problems when they’re small...  

...and the ones who wait until someone’s set fire to the staff fridge before saying, “Maybe we should have a chat.”  

You already know which one you are.  

Every business owner starts out thinking people management will be the easy part. “We’re all adults,” you say. “Everyone just wants to do a good job.”  

Then the reality hits: one person never turns up on time, one keeps sighing through meetings like they’re allergic to effort, and one disappears every Friday for “a doctor’s appointment” that smells suspiciously like the pub.  

And suddenly you’re an HR department — whether you like it or not.  
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Step 1: Why Problems Don’t Solve Themselves  

The biggest myth in management is *“It’ll sort itself out.”*  

No, it won’t.  

Staff issues grow like mould in the back of the fridge — slow, silent, and stinking by the time you notice.  

Billy’s Law of Workplace Physics:  

> “What you ignore doesn’t vanish. It multiplies.”  

That person who turns up five minutes late this week will try ten next week.  

The one who gives you attitude once will test how far it stretches.  

And before you know it, everyone’s watching — because culture isn’t what you write in the handbook; it’s what you tolerate on Tuesday.  

You can’t build professionalism on hope. You have to actually *say things out loud*.  
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Step 2: “But I Don’t Want to Be Mean” Syndrome  

Most managers delay discipline because they don’t want to feel cruel.  

You tell yourself you’re being kind, fair, or understanding.  

You’re not. You’re just buying temporary peace at future expense.  

Letting someone drift for months isn’t compassion — it’s cruelty by avoidance.  

You’re letting them fail in public while the rest of your team silently seethes.  

Being a good boss isn’t about being everyone’s mate; it’s about being honest early enough to help.  

> “Hey, this isn’t working — let’s fix it before it gets worse.”  

That sentence, said early, is worth a thousand written warnings later.  
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Step 3: The Emotional Cost of Cowardice  

When you avoid tough conversations, you don’t save stress — you just delay it.  

Every time you bite your tongue, you carry that tension home. You rant about it over dinner, in the car, in the shower.  

And the longer you leave it, the bigger it grows until your “chat” turns into a crime scene.  

Meanwhile, your good staff are watching you do nothing.  

They’re thinking, *“If they can get away with that, why do I bother?”*  

That’s how standards slip — not in big scandals, but in a thousand tiny silences.  

So the real emotional cost isn’t the awkward five minutes of a disciplinary.  

It’s the six months of resentment leading up to it.  
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Step 4: Courage Can’t Be Outsourced  

You can hire accountants, consultants, even someone to clean the microwave.  

But you can’t hire someone to be brave for you.  

Discipline conversations are leadership cardio — awkward, sweaty, and completely necessary.  

You’ll feel clumsy the first few times. You’ll overtalk. You’ll apologise too much.  

That’s fine. Everyone does. The point is you did it.  

Courage is like a muscle. Every time you use it, the next time hurts less.  

And sooner or later, you’ll start enjoying the feeling of actually being in control of your business again.  
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Step 5: Capability vs. Conduct — The Line in the Sand  

Every issue boils down to two questions:  

- **Can’t they do it?** (Capability)  

- **Won’t they do it?** (Conduct)  

If it’s **can’t**, you need training, support, maybe a reality check on your expectations.  

If it’s **won’t**, you need boundaries, warnings, and a backbone.  

Mix them up and you’ll either punish the innocent or excuse the guilty.  

The person who *can’t* needs coaching; the person who *won’t* needs consequences.  

You’re not running a nursery or a court — you’re running a business. But it helps to know which hat you’re wearing before you open your mouth.  
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Step 6: The Money Angle  

Here’s what avoidance costs:  

- One poor performer can drag a whole team’s output down by 20 %.  

- That’s a fifth of your wage bill wasted on sighs and eye-rolls.  

- Meanwhile, good staff pick up the slack until they burn out or quit.  

Think of it this way: every day you let someone underperform, you’re quietly paying a “coward tax.”  

You wouldn’t ignore a leaking pipe because it’s “awkward to fix.” So why ignore a leaking performer?  
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Step 7: Paperwork Is Your Sword and Shield  

There’s a reason HR people sleep well — paperwork.  

Every note, every email, every “just to confirm our chat” message is your defence.  

Document everything.  

Because the moment you finally act, that’s when the excuses start:  

- “You never told me that.”  

- “I didn’t know there was a problem.”  

- “I thought I was doing fine.”  

If it’s written down, you win.  

If it’s a memory, you lose.  

It’s not about being corporate — it’s about being smart enough to have receipts when the drama begins.  

Step 8: The Fear Everyone Feels  

You’re not alone. Every manager has the same fears before that first confrontation:  

- What if they cry?  

- What if they shout?  

- What if they quit?  

- What if they sue me?  

Here’s the reality: nine times out of ten, none of that happens.  

Most people *know* they’ve been coasting. They just haven’t been called on it.  

And if someone does overreact? Fine. That’s data.  

It tells you exactly what kind of employee you’re dealing with — and what you’ll be writing in Chapter 9.  
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Step 9: The Early Intervention Secret  

The most effective discipline isn’t formal — it’s *timely.*  

The “Hey, got a minute?” chats that happen within 24 hours of a problem are gold.  

No forms. No letters. Just:  

> “That’s not okay, here’s what I need instead.”  

The sooner you speak up, the less dramatic it gets.  

Think of it as defusing bombs when the wires are still visible, not when the building’s already smoking.  

And if the chat doesn’t work?  

Then you escalate calmly — not in rage, but in rhythm.  

Process beats passion every time.  
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Step 10: The Hidden Heroes — Your Good Staff  

When you finally address poor performance, your good people feel *seen*.  

They’ve been carrying the weight quietly. They’ve been waiting for justice.  

Every firm has a silent majority — hardworking, decent folk who’ll never complain publicly.  

When you act fairly and consistently, they start believing in leadership again.  

You’ll feel it — morale lifts, humour returns, the team stops gossiping and gets back to work.  

Discipline done right isn’t punishment; it’s pest control.  

It keeps the place clean and lets everyone else breathe easier.  
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Step 11: Signs You’ve Waited Too Long  

- You’ve drafted the “We need to talk” email five times and never sent it.  

- You’ve started checking their timesheet more often than your own.  

- Other staff have started *warning you* about them.  

- You’re fantasising about them quitting so you don’t have to act.  

If any of that sounds familiar — you’ve waited too long.  

The first step is simply admitting that, and deciding today’s the day the silence ends.  
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Step 12: Billy’s Quick Wins  

- If you’ve said “next time” more than once, it’s already *this* time.  

- Avoiding discomfort costs more than facing it.  

- Courage isn’t personality — it’s practice.  

- “Can’t” = coach. “Won’t” = correct.  

- Write things down — you’ll thank yourself later.  

- No drama, no shouting — just decisions.  

- The goal isn’t punishment; it’s standards.  
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Final Thought  

Dealing with staff isn’t optional. It’s like brushing your teeth — ignore it and everything starts to smell.  

You don’t need to be a natural leader, a legal expert, or a robot.  

You just need to care enough about your business to have the uncomfortable conversations before they become catastrophic ones.  

If you’re thinking, *“I know exactly who I need to talk to first,”* good. That’s progress.  

This book isn’t about turning you into HR.  

It’s about helping you be the kind of boss who can look every employee in the eye — even the difficult ones — and know you’re being fair, firm, and consistent.  

That’s how grown-up businesses run.  

So take a deep breath, get your notepad ready, and repeat after me:  

> “It’s not confrontation. It’s maintenance.”  

Now you’re speaking fluent management.  
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*Next up: Chapter 2 — “Spotting the Difference Between Can’t and Won’t,” where we separate the genuinely struggling from the genuinely infuriating — because not every problem deserves a warning; some just need a bit of help and a fresh cup of tea.*
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CHAPTER 2  SPOTTING THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN CAN’T AND WON’T  


[image: ]


Every people problem starts with the same sinking thought:  

> “Are they useless, or just taking the mick?”  

Get that answer wrong and you’ll either punish someone who needs help or babysit someone who needs boundaries.  

And that, my friend, is how good managers end up mainlining Nurofen before lunchtime.  

So let’s decode it — the fine line between *can’t* and *won’t.*  
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Step 1: Why It Matters  

“Can’t” is a capability problem.  

They want to do it but don’t yet know how.  

“Won’t” is a conduct problem.  

They can, but choose not to.  

If you treat “can’t” like “won’t,” you crush morale.  

If you treat “won’t” like “can’t,” you breed resentment.  

Either way, you end up shouting into the void.  

The cure is curiosity before conclusion. Ask why before you assume.  
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Step 2: Billy’s Rule of Thumb  

> **Can’t** = skills, systems, support.  

> **Won’t** = attitude, effort, ego.  

Before you explode, check the first three.  

Before you coach, check the last three.  

You’d be amazed how many “lazy” people turn out to be untrained, under-equipped, or drowning in unclear instructions.  

And how many “strugglers” magically recover the moment you start holding them accountable.  
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Step 3: The Classic “Can’t” Signs  

1. They try, mess up, then *ask* for help.  

2. They look stressed, not smug.  

3. They write notes, double-check, apologise for errors.  

4. They improve a little each time feedback lands.  

These are your *fixable humans.* Give them training, time, and encouragement, and they’ll usually bloom.  

Think back to your first day on a job — half the battle was just figuring out which printer wasn’t possessed.  

Everyone’s a novice somewhere.  
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Step 4: The Classic “Won’t” Signs  

1. Excuses delivered faster than results.  

2. “That’s not my job” used as punctuation.  

3. Miraculous energy for gossip, none for work.  

4. Knows exactly what to do but “forgets” when unsupervised.  

These are your *choice merchants.*  

They’re testing boundaries, not struggling with ability.  

They’ll always claim confusion while simultaneously explaining company policy better than you can.  

They don’t need a mentor; they need consequences.  
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Step 5: Questions That Reveal Which Is Which  

When in doubt, ask these five magic questions:  

1️⃣ “Do you feel clear about what’s expected?”  

2️⃣ “Is there anything stopping you from doing it?”  

3️⃣ “What do you need from me to get this right?”  

4️⃣ “Have you done this type of task successfully before?”  

5️⃣ “What’s your plan for improving it?”  

If they light up with practical answers — *can’t.*  

If they waffle, blame, or sulk — *won’t.*  

It’s not psychology; it’s pattern recognition.  
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Step 6: Training Is Cheaper Than Tribunals  

Nine times out of ten, “can’t” is a training issue.  

A half-hour demo or a one-page checklist costs less than another month of mediocrity.  

The smallest structure changes everything:  

- Write simple SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures — not Silly Old Paperwork).  

- Pair newbies with your calmest veteran, not your loudest.  

- Check understanding *by asking them to explain it back.*  

If they still can’t — repeat.  

If they still won’t — switch gears to discipline.  

Step 7: When It’s Both  

Sometimes the truth is “they can’t *because* they won’t.”  

They resist learning because admitting ignorance bruises ego.  

That’s where coaching meets firmness:  

> “I
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Step 8: The Health and Well-being Curveball  
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Step 9: Evidence Beats Instinct  
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Step 10: The Cost of Misdiagnosis  
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Step 11: Billy’s Shortlist for Sorting It Out  
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Step 12: Watch for the Conversion Moment  
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Step 13: Communicating Like a Human  
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Step 14: The Ripple Effect  
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Step 15: Billy’s Quick Wins  








Final Thought  
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