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$12.25 MILLION SETTLEMENT FOR SEX DISCRIMINATION: Rent-A-Center stores has agreed to pay $12.25 million to settle a class action sex bias suit filed against it by female employees and applicants.  (Bunch v. Rent-A-Center, W.D. Mo., No. 00-0364-CV-W-3, settlement filed 10/31/00).  The females claim they were subjected to discrimination in hiring, compensation, promotional opportunities, terms and conditions of employment, sexual harassment and retaliation for filing complaints.  Furthermore, the Defendant agreed to pay the Plaintiffs' attorneys fees and costs up to a maximum of $2,625,000 and an additional $500,000 to cover the administrative costs of the settlement.  As part of the settlement, the Company also agreed to publish a corporate anti-discrimination policy statement, create a training program for all employees, train employees on filing a claim, change the complaint-reporting process and hire an outside consultant to review the hiring and promotional policies.  The Company also agreed to abolish a 75-pound lifting requirement that was found to disproportionately discriminate against females and used as a pretense for denying women certain positions in the Company.  Rent-A-Center denied all allegations of discrimination in the settlement.

LESSON: TRAINING & IMPLEMENTATION OF POLICIES CAN DIRECTLY LIMIT LIABILITY- Companies that do not take preventative action to anticipate potential employee misconduct may be forced into enormous liability costs and settlements.  Many times, it's not the fault of a particular employee but the corporate culture itself that was tolerant of the discriminatory behavior.  Correspondingly, settlements and jury verdicts directly reflect a company's efforts to prepare for possible wrongdoing by educating its employees and preparing policies and procedures to correct misconduct where it occurs.   
ACTION PLAN: TAKE PREVENTATIVE ACTION BEFORE SOMEONE FILES A COMPLAINT-
1) Implement a training program that incorporates the basic topics of Title VII.  2) Hire an outside consultant if you do not have the resources to conduct an internal audit or investigation in-house.  It is probably much cheaper in the long run than a court judgment.  3) Make sure policies are current, distributed annually to all employees, and signed and dated by a senior management official.  Again, it’s the company's efforts to educate and correct the misconduct that will be scrutinized.  4) And finally, review job descriptions to be sure any qualifying factors are actually required of the position to ensure protected groups are not adversely affected.

EEO CONSULTANTS' HELP DESK- EEO Consultants provides initial consultations and basic technical assistance over the phone or via e-mail free of charge.  To get a free review of your current policies and/or procedures, simply forward them to eeoconsultants

HYPERLINK "mailto:cindym@eeoconsultants.com"
@eeoconsultants.com, fax to 305-532-4347 or call 305-532-4887.  You can also visit our website at www.eeoconsultants.com.  Beyond the basic consultation and technical assistance, for tasks requiring less than two hours work we charge $3 per minute.  For larger assignments, we'll provide you with time estimates and a guaranteed maximum fee.  

EEO Consultants provides periodic updates on equal employment opportunity and information on upcoming networking meetings related to equal employment opportunity.  You can subscribe or unsubscribe to this mailing list at any time by indicating "subscribe" or "unsubscribe" in the subject line and emailing to eeoconsultants@eeoconsultants.com .  If you experience technical difficulties such as receiving numerous copies of the same update, please contact us immediately to correct the problem.  This article is intended for informational purposes only and should not to be interpreted as legal advice or counsel.  This article may be reproduced unedited in your company publication and may also be passed on to others.  Please cite the source as Cindy Mattson, President & CEO, EEO Consultants, Inc.
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