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Flrm alds staff in crisis

offers alternative for -
employee disputes,
-whistleblowing

By MAUREEN McDONALD
Special to The Detroit News

DETROIT — Although Karen

. 8. Kienbaum, owner of a law firm

bearing her name, makes the ma-
jority of income on litigating em-
ployment and labor law, her aim
is to grow JustUs, a separate divi-
sion that specializes in alternative
dispute resolution.

“JustUs prov1des fair, expedi-
tious and cost effective resolutions
for employee disputes, including
whistleblowing and fraud con-
cerns,” said Kienbaum, a former la-
bor attorney for Blue Cross/Blue

/Shield and Ford Motor ‘Co. Re-

sponse to one lawsuit could involve
$50,000 to $60,000 in preparatory
legal fees while the JustUs call cen-
ter is a fraction of that cost.

Five professional lawyers su-
pervise six law students who work
in acall center that responds to em-
ployee questions from 14 participa-
ting, companies. The team has
scripts to elicit information and
they have access to extensive re-
search on the company data base
and mediation journals to help for-
mulate unbiased opinions.

Callers report problems with
accounting, attendance, conflict of
interest, discrimination, disci-
pline, expense report fraud, man-
datory overtime, personality con-
flicts, safety and health concerns,
unfair treatment and work rules,
among other concerns. The firm
doesn’t offer legal advice, rather
problem assessment and suggesti-
ons for resolutions.

“Employees are as nervous to-
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Karen Smith Kienbaum wants to grow JustUs, a call center which -
focuses on resolvmg disputes in the workplace.

Karen Smith Kien-
baum & Associates

# Specialty: The Detroit-based
employment and labor law firm also
operates a call center for legal and
e';hical concerns called JustUs.

# Cost: JustUs runs about $30,000
ayear for a company W|th 1,500
employees.

# Contact: (313) 967-0700 or VISIt
www.ksklaw.com

day as they have ever been. They
are more inclined to be tenacious
about fighting for a job,” said Kien-
baum, noting concerns about dis-
crimination for age or race are the
top concerns from callers. Compa-
nies authorize a neutral third party
facilitator, much as they would ex-
tend an employee assistance pro-
gram so people have recourse out-
side of immediate supervisors.
“Complaints about the work-
place never go away. Ironically,

~ since the Civil Rights Act of 1964,

@

the government logs 75, 000 civil
rightsviolations ayear inthe US.A.
These complaints involve age, race,

sex, religion, national origin and

disabilities,” she notes. i

John Reis, vice president of hu-
man resources for Webasto Roof
Systems Inc., in Rochester Hills
said its 1,400 nonunion employees
in Michigan and Kentucky have ac-
cess to JustUs as needed.

“This system helps eliminate fa-

-voritism in a work site. People feel

listened to because they can go to

human resources or a designated

third party to resolve questions of
discipline.”

Over the five years since JustUs
was introduced the smart call ser-
vice has communicated workplace

fraud, helped employees regain

jobs when accurate evidence was
produced to vindicate someone
and helped others understand the
disciplinary process.

Maureen McDonald is a Metro
Detroit freelance writer.
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