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LEAVE IT To THE BEREAVEMENT PoLiay*

As the final draft of a letter was submitted to Barb Rosen, director of human
tesources, for her approval and signature, she sighed with relief that this issue
was finally laid to rest! What should have been an easy interpretation of a blue-
collar union contract rule turned into a fierce internal battle with cultural over
tones, “I hope we did the right thing here,” she remarked while signing the letter.

One month earlier, Max Buckman, director of parks and recreation for
mno.améwm\ was completely frustrated by Denish Mawisa, a parks and recreation :
maintenance employee, who had left the country and missed eight consecutive .,
days of work. In an angry tone of voice he stated to Barb and others within hear-
ing distance in the human resources office: “I am sick and tired of these guys from
other countries going home for long visits whenevér they feel like it and believing
they should be paid for it at the same time.” Although Barb didn’t appreciate the

 tone of the comment, she had to agree that some foreign-born nationals did not

seem to appreciate the notification requirements and limits on leave for family
issues, such as illness and death. Barb expressed her frustration to Kevin Clark,
the labor relations manager, “Why do we spend days arguing over these contracts
when most of our employees just do what they want to do anyway?”

Denish Mawisa, a recent immigrant to the U.S., was by all accounts doing a
great job. However, six months into the job, he called the office from overseas to
explain that his “sister died and that he would be back in a week.” This was '
allowed by the union contract, which allows 40 houts of bereavement leave for an
immediate family member, defined as: a parent, sister, brother, spouse, son,
daughter, employee’s grandparent(s), mother-in-law, father-in-law, grandchil-
dren, stepchildren domiciled in employee’s household. ’ )

In Mawisa’s case, however, a week turned into eight days, and the subsequent |
information called in to the office by his spouse didn’t match the final information
he provided upon his return to work. Mrs. Mawisa called the office on the sixth
day of her husband’s absence and stated that he couldn’t return due to illness.
Then, on the seventh day she called stating that he couldn’t return due to passport
problems. When Mr. Mawisa retutned to work on the ninth day, he claimed that |
while home for the funeral of his sister, a second sister died, resulting in the need |
for an additional 40 hours of bereavement leave. !

Upon hearing this request, Parks and Recreation Director Buckman sought
approval to terminate Mr. Mawisa. “Two sisters dying within three days of each
other—give me a break!” Max complained to anyone in human resources who
would listen. The second death claim, especially in light of the last-minute calls
claiming sickness and passport troubles, did seem incredible. However, Barb
Rosen convinced Buckman that he should “play it straight” and request the docu-
mentation alJowed for by the contract. “We fought hard for the language allowing
management to request documentation in certain cases. Let’s use the contract to
deal with this issue, not our emotions,” she reasoned with him.

Both Buckman and Rosen were surprised to receive official documentation in
the form of two government death certificates a few days later. Apparently, Mr.
Mawisa had thought to request official documentation while on his trip. When
they sat down to look at the matetials, they quickly found the documentation was
not in English. Rosen, now determined more than ever to follow the

“rules of the
game,” had to find someone who could translate the documents into English. For-
tunately, Paulette, a secretary who primarily dealt with pension and retirement, !
was also a native of Mr. Mawisa’s home country, so a meeting was arranged. i

Although it looked like one of the documents supported his claim, the second
death certificate seemed to show that a cousin, not a sister, had died. Cousins are
not in the contract, so his documentation appeared not to support his claim. How-
ever, in 4 follow-up meeting with Mr. Mawisa, he repeatedly claimed that in his
home country, a cousin is often considered to be a “sister” in the family. “You
don’t understand our culture, we are as close to our cousins as to our brothers and |
sisters,” Mr. Mawisa told a bewildered Barb Rosen and a skeptical Max Buckman.
This claim was supported by the translator, although she repeatedly said that she
did not want to take sides.

Max wanted to hold firm. Barb, however, wanted to learn more about the cul-
tural values of Mawisa’s home country, and she spent added time talking with
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- Paulette about family values in her homeland. She also went on-line and accessed
the U.S. Department of State’s Web pages for foreign countries. There she found a
great deal of information on Mawisa’s country’s spoken languages, its history, |
culture, and economic and political system; she also found the information on cul-
tural and religious practices to be useful. *

The results of the meeting and subsequent final action are recorded in the letter
to Mr. Mawisa from Barb Rosen, Director of Human Resoutrces, Scottsville,

Dear Mr. Mawisa:
On October 1, you sent me a letter in which you stated that the Parks and
Recreation Division did not allow bereavement leave for the full time period that you
were in your home country to attend funeral services for two sisters who died a few
days apart. According to your letter, the Division did not approve your leave because
of the difference in the last names of your sisters, raising questions regarding the claim
that both were, in fact, your sisters. .
I contactéd Parks and Recreation, who provided me with the following
information related to the events that led to their decision. On September 27, the day
you were due back from an initial five-day bereavement leave due to the death of your
sister, the Division reported that they received a call at 6:30 A.M. from Mrs, Mawisa,
who said that you were home sick and would not be reporting for work. She was 2
advised that per Division policy, the employee must personally call the Division unless
unable to do s0 due to extenuating circumstances. The Division reports that they did
not receive a call from you on that day.
The following day (September 28), Mrs. Mawisa came into the office and
reported that you were experiencing passport trotbles and could not leave your home
county to return to the U.S. Mrs. Mawisa was then told of the dock-in-pay policy that
would be implemented per the blue-collar contract agreement. On Thursday,
Septembier 30, you reported for work and explained that while in your home country
for the funeral of your sister, a second sister passed away delaying your stay and that |
you were requesting a second week of bereavement leave. The Division explained that
in order to be granted bereavement leave, documentation establishing the relationship
with the employee can, per the contract, be required. At this time they asked for such
documentation, which you subsequently provided. As you know, the documentation
was not in English, but it was initially determined by an employee of Scott County,
who served as a translator, that the documentation did not establish the sister
relationship between yourself and both persotis represented on the death. certificates. ;
Due to the unique nature of the certificates, we arranged a meeting with you to :
clarify the issue. In that meeting, we agreed that the first certificate showed that the
parents of the deceased were Mr. A. Mawisa and Mrs, M. Suruses, also both deceased.
‘The death certificate for the second person showed her parents to be Mr. R. Mawisa
and Mis. J. Lormara. You then stated that Mr. A. Mawisa was your father and Mr. R,
Mawisa is his brother—meaning the second person was your cousin, not your sister.
Based on this information and the fact that no single Pparent appears on both
documents, you have only established that one of the persons was your sister.
Therefore, we recommended to the Division that you be granted 40 hours of
bereavement leave in accordance with the Blue Collar Bargaining Agreement (Article
11 Bereavement Leave, Section 1) and not 80 hours as you requested. However, I am
also recommending that the Division allow you to use emergency annual leave for Sep-
tember 27, 28, and 29, which will be deducted from your annual-leave total, even
though the proper procedure was not followed in requesting such leave. In the future,
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if you do not accurately follow the procedural requirements of the contract, you will be
subject to appropriate disciplinary action.

As you can see, much effort has been expended in response to your claim, We
regret the losses you and your family have suffered.

Sincerely,

Barb Rosen, Director
Human Resources

Cc  Parks and Recreation—Division Director
Human Resources—Labor Relations Manager

QUESTIONS AND INSTRUCTIONS

1. Assess the actiors recommended by Barb Rosen. Did her recommendations
result in an action that was fair to all parties? If not, who was ill served by
her recommendation? Please elaborate.

2. Should leave policy take into account differences in cultural values and
traditions? If so, how would you incorporate these values and traditions
intopolicy? )
As you read the case study, what was your reaction to the events leading to
Mr. Mawisa being asked to provide documentation? What did you think
motivated the initial claims of sickness and passport troubles? Please discuss.
What do you believe is important to know about the international and
multicultural dimensions of human resources management? Does culture
really make a difference? Explain. ’
5. Did the human resources director undermine the authority of the line
manager by trying to fix the problem rather than disciplining the
employee?
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