
Grievance Basics 

What is a grievance? 

The negotiated contract typically provides the definition:  A grievance is claim by the Association or an 
Employee that the Employer has violated, misinterpreted, or misapplied the Agreement. 

Who can file a grievance? 

Typically, a member of the bargaining unit or the Association may file a grievance. 

Who or what can’t be grieved?  

 A grievance cannot be filed by one bargaining unit member against another member.   
 A grievance cannot be filed if there is no contract violation. 

Do we have to file a grievance? 

 Maybe. The Union has a Duty of Fair Representation.  It must represent all employees in the 
bargaining unit, cannot discriminate against non-members and can’t pick and choose members 
to represent.  However, not all grievances must go to arbitration.  The merits of every case 
should be considered.  Your local should consider what process is used for processing grievances 
(is there a committee?) and should consider an appeal process as well. 

What kinds of grievances are there? 

 Violation of Contract language:   
a plain and clear violation of the agreement. 
 

 Disagreement over interpretation:  
what does the language mean or what was it intended to mean? 
Precedence plays an important role here, especially if the contract language is ambiguous (has 
more than one meaning, is unclear, or is vague) 
 

 Fact Dispute:  
No agreement over the meaning of the contract – did something or did something not occur. 
 

 Equity Disputes: 
cases where the union agrees that an administrator used his discretion unfairly. 

What is the process? 

Your Collective Bargaining Agreement outlines the grievance procedure.  What does yours say?  The 
process should include:  

 A clear definition 
 Who can grieve 
 Time limits for each step 
 Encouragement for prompt, low-level resolution 
 Freedom from coercion or reprisal 
 Binding arbitration as the final step 



What is the Representative’s Role?  

As a representative, when presented with a potential grievance: 

 Meet with the employee(s) prior to any meeting with management 
 Investigate the circumstances completely 
 Determine if the contract has been violated, misinterpreted or misapplied – and determine 

which provisions apply 
 Be prepared before any meeting with management 
 Don’t judge! 
 Defend the employee’s rights and the contract, if not the behavior. 
 Keep clear and concise records and notes and request copies of all relevant documents 
 Keep your leaders “in the loop” 
 Monitor your timelines! 
 Remember you are a Representative – not an employee! 
 Keep everything confidential and include the grievant at every step 

 

Remember: 

 The contract protects members of the Association and the Admin./ District 
 Grievances are not personal 
 Often grievances can and should be resolved at first step: informal discussion 

  


