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The Hot Stove Rule of Discipline 

During your career, there will come a time when you will have to provide some form of 
discipline to a team member.  

Discipline is not always about punishing or chastising a team member and should be seen as 
an opportunity to “course-correct” their behaviour and providing an opportunity to improve 
their performance. 

The "Hot-Stove Rule" attributed to well-known management professor and author, Douglas 
McGregor, gives a great example of how to undertake disciplinary action fairly, without bias 
and in a way that will (hopefully!) provide a positive improvement in performance, not to 
mention potential protection against legal action.  

This method makes an analogy between touching a (red) hot stove, and undergoing 
disciplinary conversations or actions. The key premise being when you touch a hot stove, 
your discipline is:  with warning, immediate, consistent, and impersonal. 

These four characteristics, according to McGregor, as applied to discipline are: 

1. WITH WARNING: You had warning as you knew the stove was red hot and you 
knew what would happen to you if you touched it. You were issued or provided 
with the policies and specific consequences of poor performance or conduct within 
your role and company. Expectations of behaviour and performance were clearly 
explained or notified. You knew the rules and regulations prescribing the penalty for 
breaching any particular policy or code of conduct so you cannot claim you were not 
forewarned.  

2. IMMEDIATE: When you touch the hot stove, you burn your hand. The burn was 
immediate. Instantly, you understand the cause and effect of the offense. The 
discipline was directed against the act not against anybody else. Likewise, feedback 
to employees should be immediate or as quickly as possible if they are not meeting 
performance or behavioural expectations and should be specific to the act.  

3. CONSISTENT: The discipline was consistent. Every time you touch the hot stove 
you get burned. Consistency in the administration of disciplinary action is essential. 
It should not be applied randomly or by chance and it should not be different (for the 
same offence) from one person to the next. Excessive leniency as well as too much 
harshness creates not only discontent but leads to resentment and lack of employee 
engagement. 

4. IMPERSONAL: The discipline was impersonal. Whoever touches the hot stove gets 
burned, no matter who they are. Furthermore, they get burned not because of who 
they are, but because they touched the hot stove. The discipline is directed against 
the act, not against the person.  

In applying this Hot Stove rule, there must be very clear organisational policies, rules and 
regulations regarding certain behaviour and conduct. These need to be issued and clearly 
explained to employees and accepted by them during onboarding and induction and 
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published where they are easily found. Expectation setting needs to be one of the first 
conversations held with a new employee to provide clear direction for compliance and 
engagement.  

Discipline does not always need to be a formal process, if improvement is seen following the 
initial feedback (FOREWARNING). If you do need to undertake a formal disciplinary process, 
please involve your HR team to support you and ensure your organisations due process is 
followed 

REMEMBER: Disciplinary action must be directed against the act, not against the person. It 
is a great tool in the supervisors toolbox to develop and support the employee and the team.  

Disciplinary action must be impersonal. It should be directed against the act, not the 
person. It should be institutional, that is, for the protection and interest of the entire 
organisation and for all employees, and not done to satisfy the personal whim of the 
supervisor. 

 


