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                                         Overview


                                                    

This document serves as a resource guide for supervisors and manager to use for best practices and tips to help illustrate a human-centered approach to dealing with workplace issues.  Addressing workplace issues is as much about resolving issues as it is about making employees feel safe and supported when reporting offensive or inappropriate behaviors. When employees feel valued and supported, they are better able to perform the skills and abilities they were hired to do without unnecessary interference. 
These tools are specifically designed to help successfully create, promote or maintain an inclusive and respectful work environment where employees feel valued, respected, heard and that their concerns are handled with the utmost sensitivity and confidence.  

IMPORTANT:
Where this phone icon [image: ] appears in the document, you are required to consult with your chain of command or assigned HR professional.

Complaint issue cycle 



The six stages of the Complaint Issue Cycle allows an employer to explore reasonable and available options within each stage to resolve and/or thoroughly address the issue reported in ways that ensure affected employees are fully supported throughout its completion.
· Stage One - Workplace Issue
· Stage Two - Assess
· Stage Three – Acknowledge 
· Stage Four - Resolution
· Stage Five -  Debrief
· Stage Six - Closure
STAGE oNE – WORKPLACE ISSUE 
This stage outlines some typical ways workplace issues are first made known to an employer, and how to recognize them.
Possible Complaint Sources:  
· By Whom? Concerned or affected employee(s), a third party, clients, general public, vendors, interns, or contract staff.

· What Methods? Employee issues may be received as follows:
· Verbally through an in-person meeting, casual conversation or by telephone conversation or voice message.
· In written form via email or designated complaint inbox, postal letter, union grievance, Employee Engagement Survey Comment or Employee Exit Survey Comment.
· Via third-party representative, such as a union council, attorney or other state or federal entities where formal complaints are filed.

No such thing as a silly problem! Take every reported issue seriously.
[bookmark: _Toc3107329]
A. Minor Complaint:  
Typically involves non-egregious behaviors that could include interpersonal conflicts, incivility or other behaviors that may or may not violate workplace rules or policies.

· A person may seek assistance with helping them resolve an issue.
· Some individuals are comfortable with confronting others about minor offenses.
· When feasible, allow or coach the person how to resolve an issue.
· A person may wish to just vent about a workplace issue.
· Not every issue requires a personnel action; however supervisory or management awareness should be heightened to determine any patterns or changes in behaviors, impact on work teams or productivity.
· A person may wish to report observed or suspected behaviors:
· Minor and non-egregious issues may include interpersonal conflicts; excess cellphone usage; frequent or extended breaks; or lack of teamwork.
· An issue may not be actionable based on the level of detail or severity provided. Management follow-through for completion is still necessary.   

Information disclosed while reporting a minor complaint may warrant HR consultation or compliance with agency policy for processing workplace complaints.

B. Major Complaint:  
Typically involves severe, pervasive or complex behaviors that would constitute a violation of an established law, policy or rule.

· Issues involving allegations of discrimination, sexual harassment, retaliation or criminal behavior warrant prompt HR consultation or compliance with agency policy.
· This includes any verbal or written allegations of criminal assault or direct threats to health or safety.
· Issues involving a possible policy violation for disrespectful, unethical or wrongful behavior may warrant prompt HR consultation or compliance with agency policy.
· Such allegations may include things like, using profanity or offensive language, intimate relationship with a client, or misuse of state computer.

Information disclosed during report of a major complaint may involve allegations of more than one policy violation and require prompt HR consultation or compliance with agency policy.

C. Employer Observation:  
Supervisors and managers should take a proactive approach to identifying prohibitive workplace behaviors and performance deficiencies that negatively impact the work environment.
· Prohibitive behaviors may include any verbal, non-verbal or physical occurrence that can reasonably be construed as offensive, or a possible gateway to an undesirable work environment, which may be observed as:
· Unscheduled Absences – Frequent or noticeable pattern of leave taken during important events or a certain individual’s presence.
· Low Attendance – Work issues medically exacerbate stress-induced illness
· Isolation – Desire to be a loaner or refuse to engage in interactive groups
· Interpersonal Conflicts – Difficulty with finding common ground with others; unreasonably oppose group decisions
· Decreased Individual Performance – low motivation or poor work quality 
· Reduced Unit Productivity – overall negative impact on work outcomes, lack of input or participation

· Several supervisory tactics may be used to identify and address behaviors before they escalate into interference with employees and the work environment:
· Supervisors should make notation and positively reinforce behaviors that promote a respectful and inclusive work environment.

D. Unreported Concerns:  
Workplace concerns may go unreported for many different reasons, which may include fear of retaliation by management, fear of reprisal by peers, too new to rock the boat, or may interfere with a promotional opportunity. 

· Unreported behaviors can negatively impact the work environment or employee. A description of possible behavioral cues for unreported concerns is outlined above in E. Employer Observations, for prohibitive behaviors.

Things to Consider:
· If the concerned employee or the subject of the concern has other recent or current active complaints or investigations open, consult with your chain of command or human resource consultant for appropriate next steps. 
STAGE TWO – ASSESSMENT TOOLS 
This is a list some most likely tools and resources to assist with evaluating proper resolution of employee issues or reported concerns. 

A. Supervisory Response Methods:
Based on observations or report of an issue, monitor the work team for decrease in productivity, and changes in employee behaviors. 

· When feasible, take prompt steps to address or prevent potential prohibitive behaviors:
a. Letter of Expectations – address work deficiencies or prohibitive behaviors
b. Coaching/Counseling – improve/enhance performance standards 
c. Mentoring –engagement and inspire to make self-improvements
d. Training – acquire skills needed to meet or exceed performance standards, i.e.…courses, job shadowing, special projects, etc.
e. Inclusive and Respectful Work Environment – incorporate routinely discussed expectations for respectful workplace behaviors, i.e...one-on-one, annual evaluations, unit meetings, etc.

B. Intake Assessment:  
Determine the gravity of the issue and whether the matter falls within your purview as a supervisor. If you suspect a policy violation possibly occurred, you should contact your chain of command or assigned HR staff for assistance.  [image: ]

· An Intake process may be conducted by the supervisor or initial contact as approved by your agency. 
· There may be multiple intake assessments throughout the review process, ie…supervisor, senior leader, HR, complaint unit, investigator.
· If a written complaint was submitted, you should prepare clarifying questions in order to complete your initial Intake.
· Take detailed notes of your conversation during or immediately following the Intake Interview.
· Include their responses to your clarifying questions to ascertain more facts.
· Upon review of a verbal or written concern, arrange an in-person meeting with the complainant, making only a few exceptions.
· A telephone meeting should be reserved for challenges due to geographic location or at the request of the complainant.
· If complainant cannot be accessed due to authorized leave, an in-person or telephone meeting may have to be omitted or delayed until their return.
· Be sensitive to emotional state when collecting information. 
· Be careful how you express sympathy, and do not nod in agreement, give indication of bias or agreement or admission of the behavior
· Allow breaks if person is visibly shaken, crying, yelling, outside their baseline behavior.
· Let them agree to a scheduled time to discuss the matter with you.
· Identify if there is enough information to establish the facts and gravity of the issue reported: 
· Names – person(s) involved
· Dates/Times – timeframe of occurrence(s)
· Location – place of occurrence(s)
· Detailed description – explain what happened
· Witnesses – who else can corroborate or may have shared experiences
· Evidence – written, electronic, or visual proof 
· Resolution – prior attempts to report or resolve the issue, and 
· Impact – if applicable, ask how the behavior makes them feel or interferes with their ability to perform their job duties. 
· Issues containing allegations of a violation of civil rights, criminal behavior, unethical conduct or other egregious acts should be referred for formal investigation process. [image: ]
· Issues containing facts sufficient for possible agency policy or rule violation should be referred for formal just cause investigation. [image: ]
· Issues involving work performance, interpersonal conflicts or other non-egregious behavior can be further assessed for possible Early Resolution methods.

There is no issue too small or too big for the Intake process.  This is where the initial reporting and potential for risk liability of an employer begins.

C. Early Resolution:  
Issues involving interpersonal conflicts or other non-egregious behavior, like incivility may be good opportunities for early resolution tactics.

·  Early Resolution methods must be appropriate for the situation. Some common considerations options include:
· Make sure the complainant has agreed to an Early Resolution attempt that involves them.
· Always provide a written notice of your plan or agreement to use Early Resolution to resolve the issue and specify which method.
· If one or more Early Resolution attempts is not successful in mitigating or resolving the issue, it may warrant the employer’s further review.
· Recommend more than one attempt to resolve the issue, as appropriate.
· If behaviors are not corrected following Early Resolution attempt(s), it may warrant further review by HR or your chain of command. [image: ]

D. Investigation Referral:  
· If Early Resolution attempts do not successfully resolve the issues, an Investigation Referral may be warranted.[image: ]
· Priority Issues include allegations of sexual harassment, criminal assault or direct threats to health or safety. [image: ]










STAGE THREE – ACKNOWLEDGE  
This stage is needed to help the employee feel heard, understood, valued and respected, and know that their concern is taken seriously.
A. Validation
An individual should never walk away feeling regret for reporting or sharing a concern. This step is allows the employer to connect with the individual to give validation to their concern. 
· Be supportive without expressing agreement of the concerns.  
· Stay calm and listen well, regardless of their emotions.
· Empathize without agreeing with the concern.
· Seek their desired remedy.
· Thank them for sharing their concern.
· Specify your intent for next steps, which can range from:
· Consult with HR;
· Employ a resolution technique;
· Meet again in two weeks, following early resolution attempt;
· Referral for investigation;

B. Summary of Conversation:  
Always follow up to acknowledge your receipt and consideration of the information shared. 
· Following a discussion (Stage 2), you should send a written summary of your conversation which highlights their concern(s).
· When feasible, you could ask the employee to provide a written statement of their concerns to you; or
· You can also send your summary of the conversation and allow them to verify its accuracy.
· The summary should include your plan for next steps, which could include, but not limited to the following:
· Discuss with chain of command
· Consult with HR
· Preliminary review or fact-finding
· Follow up in a couple of days, to reassess
· Express your appreciation for bringing their concern to your attention. 

STAGE FOUR – RESOLUTION 
These are possible ways to obtain complete resolve and/or research of workplace issues reported:
A. Alternative Solutions:  
· Self-resolve – as feasible, for non-egregious interpersonal conflicts
· Training or Policy review – familiarize with the rules and requirements
· Behavior Expectations – verbal or written record of  desired behavior or work performance expectations
· All Staff Memo – establish or remind group of conduct standards
· Mediation – informal or formal dispute resolution process to help guide parties toward a resolution or settlement [image: ]  
· Meeting Facilitation – assist with dialog exchange to defuse tensions or clarify misunderstandings
· Safety Protection Plan - alternatives to established work conditions due personal safety concerns[image: ] 
· Organizational/Structural/Operational Changes – mitigate issues by authorizing changes in: seat location, work schedule, work assignment, work teams, and other personal needs accommodations

B. Fact-Finding Summary:  
· A preliminary inquiry into a workplace issue may be warranted to verify key factors, such as: leave and attendance records, interview process, log sheets, other documents, or a witness, which may be used to support the allegation.
· If the fact-finding results appear to support the allegation, an investigation referral may be warranted. [image: ]
· If the fact-finding results do not appear to support the allegation, the employee should be briefed on the outcome and given an opportunity to identify any other possible evidence.

C. Investigation:  
· If Early Resolution attempts do not successfully resolve the issues, an Investigation Referral may be warranted.[image: ]
· Priority Issues include allegations of sexual harassment, criminal assault or direct threats to health or safety. [image: ]
· Issues related to a policy violation or other suspect behavior may also require investigation in varying circumstances. [image: ]
· Work performance related issues, such as: failure to meet performance standards, missed deadlines, error rates, insubordination, unscheduled absences, may be investigated at the descretion of the assigned supervisor by gathering the data or information needed to verify, address or correct the performance deficiency.
· Performance issues related to a request for a reasonable accommodation,  reported  health condition or approved medical leave require HR consultation. [image: ]
 



[bookmark: _Toc3107332]STAGE FIVE – MANAGEMENT DEBRIEF 
This stage provides confirmation of completion of intended action taken and identifies any ongoing resources needed to transition or support employees in the work environment. This step allows management an opportunity to show the impacted employee(s) that they were heard and meaningful steps were taken towards proper resolution.
A. Notification and Discussion
Written notification should be provided to the complainant and the accused informing them of steps taken to understand the concerns, any findings made, the reason(s) for the findings, and any appeal rights or alternative resources available. 
· In-person discussion should always accompany or be followed by the written notice. 
· While privacy rights prevent sharing of specific personnel actions, management should share that appropriate action is being taken to prevent future occurrences of prohibited behavior.
· Retaliation must be part of the discussion. All employees should be informed of their rights/responsibilities related to retaliation. 

B. Follow Up Action Plan:  
An action plan should be developed as soon as possible after notification of finding(s). 
· The plan should focus on moving forward toward the common goals of the department/work unit. 
· More frequent check-ins with complainant and accused.
· Facilitated discussion/mediation.
· Team building activities.
· Professional development/training.
· Policy/procedure modifications. 
· Employee Assistance Program. 
C. Resources and Support Needed: 
Some consideration of available resources may be needed to support or transition impacted employees in the workplace after an issue has been reported or investigated.
· Every effort should be made to involve the impacted employees in the development and implementation of the action plan.
· Individual employees may not be immediately ready to interact directly with others who may have been involved. While the ultimate goal should always be team unification, supervisors and managers should respect individual feelings and work with them towards the goal.  
· Possible resources:
· Supervisors and managers in the employees’ chain of command
· Employee Assistance Program
· Human Resources Department
· Department of Enterprise Services – Training and Development
· Dispute Resolution Centers
· WA Human Rights Commission and/or EEOC
· Collective Bargaining Unit 
· External Consultant or Specialist

· If an employee does not wish to participate, management must make a good faith effort to monitor the employees, correct processes and behavior which are detrimental, and cultivate a positive working environment.

Things to Consider:
Employees will often request copies of records documenting the process used to address a complaint. Consider the Public Records Act and your internal policies related to disclosure of records. It is important to balance privacy rights and transparency. 

STAGE six – Follow Up and closure 
This stage represents official closure of the workplace concern and every attempt to eradicate the initial reported workplace concern.
A. Management Check-in: 
A maximum of three to six month check-in meeting should be scheduled from the date of the Management Debrief. 
· Check-ins help demonstrate management’s interest in addressing the issue and restoring the employee(s) well-being.
· Follow up with affected parties to ensure complete resolution of the issue, which may include the: Complainant; Accused; their supervisor(s); and work team members.

B. Assessment of Imposed Actions Taken:  

· Determine whether any directives or imposed actions were completed.
· Determine whether imposed actions were effective, or the issue is resolved. 
· If the initial issue is not resolve or resulted in subsequent issues, determine additional actions to be taken.

C. Final Closure
Good record keeping is essential for giving credit to employers for a thorough review, and protections against possible risk liabilities presented at later time.
· Provide written notification of follow-up and final closure of the issue.





[bookmark: _Toc478390328][bookmark: _Toc3107335]Other Available Resources






Questions to consider:
· Do employees act engaged and come to work every day enthusiastic and work with the team?
· Do employees fully understand their role in the organization, and where they fit in the agencies purpose and objectives?
· Do employees feel they have a voice to offer ideas and express views to be included when the agency makes decisions and will feel respected when doing so?
· Do employees fully believe they can contribute as a member of the team?
· Do employees have focused and clear goals and feel trusted and empowered?
· Do employees receive regular and constructive feedback and have support in developing new skills?
· Do employees receive recognition for achievement?
· Do employees have strong and authentic values, and show clear evidence of trust and fairness based on mutual respect?
· Do employees have an equitable opportunity for training and development?
· Become familiar with the OFM/SHR employee engagement site




This document was prepared by:Office of Financial Management State Human Resources Office 
P.O. Box 47500  Olympia, WA  98504-7500
SHRplanning@ofm.wa.gov


Carla Brown, AGR
Stephanie Frease, DOT Ferries
Altavia Jones, OFM
Montana Morton, DOC Retiree
Renata Rhodes, DCYF
Eric Sund, DOC
Phil Wilson, DSHS




If you have questions, please contact OFM: 

Altavia Jones, DEI Innovations Strategist
Altavia.jones@ofm.wa.gov
360-407-4131
Or
Robin Vazquez, Workforce Strategies Office Chief
Robin.vazquez@ofm.wa.gov
360-407-4130
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