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Open Door Policies = This 1s the most commeoen nonunion grievance procedure. There are two
basic types of open door policies: namely, (1) the employee can go In any manager's door, any
time, and (2) a specific chain of appeal must be followed (eg. the immediate boss, his/her
supenor, and then the HE manager or the plant manager). In union settings, the final step of
appeal 15 generally arbitration. A neutral third party arbitrator, who is normally paid jointly by
both labor and management, acts like a judge in deciding the dispute. A lack of a grievance
procedure culminating in arbitration remains as a big difference betiveen umon and progressive
nomunion employers.

THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF AN APPEAL PROCEDURE

* Management's credibility will nse with some reversals of improper decisions. When employees
are given the rght to appeal supeniors’ decisions, in the words of IBM, the orgpamzation is
displaying "respect for the indivadual "

* A pgnevance procedure can serve as a commumication tool to identify problem areas (policy

1S5UES, POOT SUPETVISOrS, eic.).

* An appeal option should result in more balanced decisions being made by first line supervisors.
No manager hkes to be questioned, much less reversed. A prievance procedure therefore provides
supervisors with an incentive to listen.

* A credible mternal complaint procedure should result in a reduction in appeals to outside
sources (EEQ charges, court swts, and calls to umon organizers).

THE NECESS5ARY NUTS AND BOLTS

* There ought to be widespread pubhaty with regard to both how the procedure operates and
the outcomes. If people are not aware of the procedure and how it works, or if they do not
believe any reversals ever take place, 1t 15 a sham. It has been suggested that 2-20% of the
employees should fle complaints in a year, and one would hike to see 153 to 33% reversals (Ewing,
1829).

* The orgamization should promise to protect people from retnbution. One hears tmngs hke
"You will go m the front door and out the back,” and "Don't let the door it you in the butt on the
way out.” Employees often fear being labeled as a troublemaker, given all the worst assigmments,
no more promotions, and no more raises. They may even worry they will ultimately lose their
jobs. Simply printing that it s safe to come forward 1s not very reassuring. Do upper level
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managers ever follow up and check on what 1s transpinng down the ine? If a manager 1s found to
be exercising retribution, will that person be disciplimed? Since supervisory discipline does not
exlst In most settings, retribution remains a problem.

* In order for an open door policy to function properly, the managers must be visible. If they do
not walk around the faclity, converse with people, and know many of the employees' names,
people will not feel comfortable enough to walk in the open door. This wvisibility obviously does
not refer to authortanan observation (1.e. kacking butt and taking names).

* When an employee amrives at a managers office with a complaint, he/she should be given
immediate and complete attention. It 15 very difficult to bmld up the courapge to wvoice a
complaint, so managers must drop everything or the system will not function effecovely. Bemng
put off for weeks, or seeing the manager locking at lus/her watch, will turn off most employees.
A key question 15 whether upper level manapgers will accept a manager's report or a project being
behind schedule due to an open door session.

* A manager should summanze the complainant's main points to confirm understanding and
prevent repetiive cycling. The manager will have to investigate the matter, and hear the
supervisol’s side of the story. This means one can only do a limited amount in the first meeting.
Having a break between meetings also allows tempers to cool. A gnevant, however, should never
be left banging, The manager should schedule a response time. Even if this meeting has to be
rescheduled, 1t 15 awful to leave people In imbo. "I will look mio 1t” is a line that people may
mnterpret as a means of putting them off.

* DPin down the parties’ positions. Meet with each side separately, and ask him/her what selution
he/she would like to see. Once the tiwo positions are in hand, the manager can work on closing
the gap. It 15 amazing how often people will go on and on without specifically stating what they
would like or what they would settle for.

Hometimes matters, however, are not so simple. Consider the following case example. An
employee named Hank came to Tom Jones office for an open door meeting. They had met at the
company picmc and softball game the prior year. Hank went on and on for over an hour about
how another employee got the last new chair that was ordered, how he had more senionty, how
this 15 yet another example of his boss playing favontes, and he gave mumerons examples going
back over ten years. Dunng this conversation, Tom was silently thinking things like, "God this 15
trrvial,” and "I will buy you a damn chair, if you will just shut up and go back to work." Would
simply buying Hank a chair really resolve the matter? The complamt about the chair 1s a symbol
of the poor underlying relationship. This relational problem has bwlt over many years. The chair
15 simply the siraw that broke the camels back (there are many other pertinent straws).
Obwviously, it 15 easier to deal with monetary matters like a chair than it is to deal with social and
psychological factors like self-esteem, status, and face. Yet, 1gnoring the true nature of a problem
15 unhikely to be an effective techmque if one 1s thinking i terms of long-term outcomes.

PRACTICAL CHATLLENGES AND PROBLEMS



There are two important practical problems that need to simultaneously be kept in mind.

* On one hand, manapers whose decisions are challenged are quite likely to suffer from
demal The symptoms include feeling one's body temperature nsing (hot under the collar),
one’s face flushing (turming red), one's voice nsing, and feeling the urge to lash back and
blame the employee for the entire sitwation (e.g. "The real problem 1s your poor work,”
"You never listen to what I tell you,” and "You have a real athtude problem.”). There 15
an old saying that "the man who tells the truth better have one foot in the strrup”
(Foulkes, 1980). Supervisors who feel threatened are quite hkely to commuiserate with
other supermsurﬂ especally those who have also faced employee complaints. A few other
supervisors may provide helpful hints, but more often than not, they simply reinforce the
feeling that the employee In question 15 rotten, and something needs to be done about
himher. Once shared views like these have been created among the supervisors,
transfermng the person 1s unhkely to have any beneficial impact Hence, appealing to an
objective person who 15 removed from the problem may be an orgamzation's only hope to
alleviate errors In supervisory judgment.

* On the other hand, managers need support in order to maintain their confidence and
effechiveness. Frequent reversals can indermine thewr authonty and make them tmmd or
excessively lement Some upper level managers feel so strongly about this, they will only
make the changes the employee requests (or even some portion of them), if the frst line
SUpETVISOr consents. Since, as described above, supervisory demial is a very real problem,
many bad decisions never get reversed under this approach.

What can we do to get out of this mess?

-One can tramn first line supervisors to recognize the symptoms of denial (some of which are listed
above). Once they realize they are unable to deal constructively with the matter at that moment,
they can summanze the employee's main points, schedule another meeting, and seek out a third
party (a supenor, an HE manager or an ombudsman) to help gmde and momtor the next meeting.

Taking a break is virtually always a better 1dea than telling the employee off and escalating the
hostilities.

appeal n-m::edure and a Ieversalwﬂl not hurt his'her career or f.tﬂndm... may ].'I-EIEI The f
guestion remains what actually happens when a decision 1s reversed. Do supenors still hold the

person In high regard? Do the employees lose respect for himher? Of course, one or two
reversals might not hurt, but certainly numerous reversals must be regarded as a sign of a
problem.

-5ome HE managers will ubilize role reversals. For example, in an assembly Line situation, a
worker was frequently found to be missing from her post. Both her coworkers and supervisor
became highly agitated by this. The supervisor responded by "watching the person like a hawk.”
The person was found to be visiting the women's rest room very frequently. The supervisor began
to record the time and the duration of each visit. This infunated the employee. The HR manager




