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NavigationHR Workplace Investigation Playbook

A Practical Guide for Conducting Fair, Defensible, and Effective
Workplace Investigations

Use this playbook to assess workplace concerns, structure investigations, avoid common process

failures, and identify when independent HR support can reduce risk.

A Workplace Investigation Can Solve Problems — or Create

New Ones

When a workplace issue arises, employers often focus on one question:

What decision should we make?

That question matters. Butitis not the only question that matters.
In many situations, the more important question becomes:

Can we show that we followed a fair, timely, neutral, and well-documented process?

Employees, attorneys, government agencies, and courts may scrutinize not only the final decision, but
also how the employer got there. A workplace investigation may be challenged based on allegations of
bias, inconsistent treatment, incomplete fact-finding, inadequate documentation, delayed response, or

failure to protect employees from retaliation.
The lesson is simple:

A strong investigation process can be just as important as the final outcome.

This playbook provides employers, HR professionals, and managers with a practical framework for

conducting workplace investigations that are fair, credible, and defensible.
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The NavigationHR Workplace Investigation Roadmap

A strong workplace investigation follows a disciplined process. While every matter is different,
employers should be able to show that they assessed the concern, assigned a neutral investigator,
gathered relevant facts, treated participants fairly, made evidence-based findings, documented key

decisions, and followed up appropriately.

Investigation Process Flow

1. Complaint or Concern Raised

2. Initial Risk Assessment

3. Determine Whether Formal Investigation Is Needed

4. Assign Neutral Investigator

5. Define Scope and Investigation Plan

6. Gather Documents and Evidence

7. Interview Complainant, Accused Individual, and Witnesses

8. Evaluate Facts, Credibility, and Policy Issues

9. Make Findings

10. Determine Corrective or Remedial Action

11. Communicate Outcome as Appropriate

12. Document, Close, and Monitor for Retaliation or Recurrence
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The NavigationHR Investigation Framework™

Step 1: Assess the Concern

Not every workplace complaint requires a formal investigation, but every complaint deserves thoughtful
evaluation.

The first step is determining what issue has been raised and whether it implicates company policy,
employee safety, legal compliance, workplace culture, or leadership trust.

Questions to Ask

e What exactly has been reported?

e Whoisinvolved?

e Doestheissueinvolve harassment, discrimination, retaliation, misconduct, safety, wage and
hour, ethics, or policy violations?

e |sthere animmediate risk to employees or the organization?

e Doesinterim action need to be taken while the issue is reviewed?

e Isaformalinvestigation necessary, or can the issue be addressed through coaching,
clarification, mediation, or another management response?

Common Investigation Triggers
Employers should consider a formal investigation when complaints involve:

e Harassment

e Discrimination

e Retaliation

e Workplace violence or threats

e Bullying or abusive conduct

e Ethics or compliance violations

e Wage and hour concerns

e Timekeeping or payroll complaints

e Safety concerns

e Misconduct by a manager, executive, HR representative, or owner
e Repeated policy violations

e Complaints involving protected activity or protected status

NavigationHR Tip: If the organization decides not to conduct a formal investigation, document the
reason. A short note explaining why the issue was addressed through another process can be important

later if the decision is questioned.

Step 2: Identify Immediate Risk and Interim Measures

Some situations require immediate action before the investigation is complete.
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The goal is not to punish anyone prematurely. The goal is to protect employees, preserve evidence, and

maintain workplace stability while the matter is reviewed.

Interim Measures May Include

e Separating employees temporarily

e Adjusting reporting relationships

e Placing an employee on paid administrative leave

e Restricting system access where appropriate

e Preserving emails, messages, files, or video footage
e Reminding parties of non-retaliation expectations

e Providing support resources to affected employees

Important Caution

Interim measures should be applied carefully and consistently. They should not appear retaliatory or

suggest that the outcome has already been determined.

NavigationHR Tip: Document the reason for any interim measure, who approved it, when it began, and
when it will be reassessed.

Step 3: Assign a Neutral Investigator
The credibility of the investigation depends heavily on the credibility of the investigator.

One of the fastest ways to undermine an investigation is to assign someone who appears biased,

conflicted, too close to the issue, or invested in a particular outcome.

The Investigator Should Be

e Neutral

e Objective

e Trained or appropriately supported

e Free from conflicts of interest

e Capable of maintaining confidentiality

e Able to assess credibility and apply policy fairly

e Comfortable interviewing employees at different levels of the organization

When to Consider an Outside Investigator
An external investigator may be appropriate when:

e The complaintinvolves senior leadership

e The complaintinvolves HR

e The accused employee is a manager, executive, owner, or key employee
e Internal neutrality may be questioned

e The matter involves harassment, discrimination, or retaliation

e Litigation or agency involvement is possible
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e The organization lacks a trained internal investigator
e Priorinternal handling of complaints may be part of the issue

NavigationHR Advantage: NavigationHR can serve as an independent third-party investigator, helping
employers preserve neutrality, improve employee confidence in the process, and reduce concerns
about internal bias or favoritism.

Step 4: Define the Scope of the Investigation

Before interviews begin, the investigator should define the scope of the investigation.
The scope answers the question:

What are we investigating?

A clear scope keeps the investigation focused and prevents unnecessary delays or confusion.

Scope Should Identify

e The allegations being investigated

e Thetime period involved

e The employees or departments involved

e The policies or standards implicated

e The types of evidence likely to be reviewed
e Theinitial witnesses likely to be interviewed

Avoid Two Common Mistakes

Mistake 1: Defining the scope too narrowly.
This may cause the investigator to miss important related facts.

Mistake 2: Defining the scope too broadly.
This can delay resolution and turn one issue into an unnecessarily sprawling investigation.

NavigationHR Tip: If new issues arise during the investigation, pause and decide whether they should
be included in the current investigation, handled separately, or addressed through another process.
Document that decision.

Step 5: Develop an Investigation Plan

Good investigations rarely happen by accident.
An investigation plan helps the employer stay organized, consistent, and defensible.

Investigation Plan Should Include

e Complaint summary

e Applicable policies

e |nvestigator assignment

e Witness list

e Documents and records to review
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e Interview sequence

e Anticipated timeline

e Confidentiality reminders

e Retaliation prevention steps
e Documentation plan

Evidence to Consider

Depending on the issue, relevant evidence may include:
e Emails
e Text messages
e Teams, Slack, or other internal messages
e Personnelfiles
e Performance reviews
e Priorcomplaints
o Timekeeping records
e Payrollrecords
e Schedules
e Security footage
e Badge access data
e Policies and handbook provisions
e Training records
e Written statements
e Photos or screenshots

NavigationHR Tip: Do notrely only on interviews if documents, digital records, or other objective
evidence are available. Strong investigations compare witness accounts against available evidence.

Step 6: Conduct Fair and Professional Interviews

Interviews are often the heart of the investigation.
The goal is to gather facts, not confirm assumptions.

Interview Best Practices

Investigators should:
e Use neutral, open-ended questions
e Avoid leading questions
e Give participants an opportunity to explain
e Askappropriate follow-up questions
e Treat all participants respectfully
e Avoid making promises about outcomes
e Avoid statements that suggest a conclusion has already been reached
e Take clear notes
e Askwitnesses to identify documents, communications, or other witnesses

Examples of Neutral Questions

e “Canyou walk me through what happened?”
e  “Who else was present?”
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e “Whatdid you observe directly?”

e “Howdidyourespond?”

e “Arethere any documents, messages, or records | should review?”
e “Isthere anything else you think is important for me to understand?”

Common Interview Mistakes

Avoid:
e Appearing skeptical of one party but supportive of another
e Using different tones with different participants
e Ignoring inconsistencies
e Failing to ask follow-up questions
e Interviewing unnecessary witnesses without a clear reason
e Promising complete confidentiality
e Telling witnesses what others have said unless necessary

NavigationHR Tip: The way an interview is conducted can later become evidence of whether the

process was fair. Consistency matters.

Step 7: Make Consistent Witness Decisions

Investigators do not necessarily need to interview every person suggested by either party.
However, they should carefully consider each proposed witness and be able to explain why certain
people were interviewed and others were not.

Factors to Consider

e Does the person have firsthand knowledge?

e Didthe person observe the conduct directly?

e Doesthe person have relevant background information?

e |stheinformation likely to be cumulative?

e Isthe witness being suggested for legitimate fact-finding reasons?
e Would excluding the witness create an appearance of unfairness?

NavigationHR Tip: Apply the same decision-making process to witness requests from the complainant
and the accused individual.

Step 8: Follow the Facts as New Information Emerges

Investigations often evolve.

New information may reveal additional witnesses, documents, allegations, credibility issues, or
retaliation concerns.

The investigator should remain flexible, but not allow the investigation to become unfocused.

When New Information Arises, Decide Whether To

e Expand the currentinvestigation
e Open a separate investigation
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o Refertheissue to management or HR for another response
e Determine that no further action is necessary

Examples of New Issues

e Retaliation allegations

e Additional harassment complaints

e Priorunreported conduct

e Policy violations by other employees
e Manager failure to report concerns

e Documentation inconsistencies

e Possible wage, hour, or safety issues

NavigationHR Tip: Document why the scope was expanded, limited, or separated. That documentation

can be critical later.

Step 9: Evaluate Evidence and Credibility

The investigator’s role is to determine what the evidence supports.
The goal is not to prove someone “guilty” or “innocent.” The goal is to determine whether the available
evidence substantiates the allegations under the applicable policy or standard.

Evidence Evaluation Should Consider

e Consistency of witness accounts

e Corroborating documents or messages
e Timing of events

e Prior similar complaints

e Plausibility of explanations

e Motive to misrepresent

e Opportunity to observe

e Level of detail provided

e Admissions or partial admissions

e Objective records

Credibility Factors May Include

e Didthe person provide specific details?

e Didtheiraccount change over time?

e |stheiraccount supported or contradicted by other evidence?

e Didthey have firsthand knowledge?

o Do theyhave areason to exaggerate or minimize?

e Didthey acknowledge facts that were unfavorable to their own position?

NavigationHR Tip: Credibility assessments should be based on evidence and reasoning, not instinct,
personality, likability, or assumptions.
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Step 10: Make Findings

Investigation findings should be based on the facts collected and the policies involved.
The investigator should clearly state whether each allegation is:

e Substantiated

e Unsubstantiated

e Inconclusive

e Unable to be determined based on available evidence

Findings Should Explain

e What allegation was reviewed

e What evidence was considered

e Which facts were established

e Which facts were disputed

e How credibility was evaluated, if applicable
e Which policy or expectation applied

e The basis for the conclusion

NavigationHR Tip: Avoid vague conclusions such as “the complaint had merit” or “there was no proof.”

Be specific enough that someone reviewing the file later can understand the reasoning.

Step 11: Determine Appropriate Corrective or Remedial Action

An investigation only creates value if the employer responds appropriately.
Corrective action should be based on the findings, company policy, past practice, severity of conduct,
and business needs.

Possible Outcomes May Include

e No action

e Coaching

e Training

e Mediation or facilitated discussion
e Policy reminder

e Written warning

e Performance management
e Reassignment

e Reporting structure changes
e Finalwarning

e Termination

e Broader department training
e Policy revision

e Leadership coaching

Factors to Consider

e Severity of conduct
e Whether conduct was intentional
e Priordisciplinary history
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e |mpact on employees

e Consistency with prior decisions
e Legal orcompliance risk

e Need to restore workplace trust
e Need to prevent recurrence

NavigationHR Tip: Corrective action should be defensible, consistent, and connected to the
investigation findings.

Step 12: Communicate the Outcome Appropriately

Employers often struggle with how much to tell employees after an investigation.

The complainant generally does not need to know every detail of the investigation or every disciplinary
action taken. However, they should usually be informed that the matter was reviewed and appropriate
action was taken, if applicable.

Communication Principles

e Berespectful

e Be brief

e Avoid unnecessary detail

e Avoid disclosing confidential personnel information
e Reinforce non-retaliation expectations

e Provide a point of contact for future concerns

e Documentthe communication

Sample Closing Language to Complainant

Thank you for bringing your concerns forward. The company has reviewed the matter and taken
appropriate action based on the information gathered. While we cannot share confidential personnel
details, we want to emphasize that retaliation is prohibited. Please notify HR immediately if you
experience or observe any further concerns.

Sample Closing Language to Accused Employee

The company has completed its review of the concerns raised. Based on the information gathered, the
company has determined the appropriate next steps. We expect all employees to comply with company
policies and maintain professional workplace conduct. Retaliation against any participant in this
process is strictly prohibited.

NavigationHR Tip: Outcome communications should be prepared carefully. Saying too much can
create confidentiality issues. Saying too little can create mistrust.

Step 13: Document and Close the Investigation

An investigation may be challenged months or years after it concludes.
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By that time, witnesses may have left, memories may have faded, and the investigator may no longer be
with the organization. The file may be the only record that explains what happened and why decisions
were made.

Investigation File Should Include

e Complaint orintake notes

e Allegations investigated

e Applicable policies

e Scope of investigation

e |nvestigation plan

e Witness list

e Interview notes or summaries

e Documents reviewed

e Evidence received

e Credibility assessments, if applicable
e Keyinvestigative decisions

e Findings

e Recommended orimplemented action
e Outcome communications

e Retaliation follow-up plan

e Closure memo or investigation report

NavigationHR Tip: Good documentation tells the story of the investigation long after memories have
faded.

Step 14: Monitor for Retaliation and Recurrence

The investigation is not necessarily over when the report is complete.
Retaliation is one of the most common risks following a complaint or investigation. Employers should
actively monitor the workplace after significant investigations.

Follow-Up Steps

e Remind managers that retaliation is prohibited

e Checkin with the complainant, as appropriate

e Monitor schedule changes, discipline, assignments, and workplace interactions
e Watch for exclusion, hostility, or subtle adverse treatment

e Document follow-up conversations

e Address any new concerns promptly

Recommended Follow-Up Timeline

e 30 days after closure
e 60 days after closure
e 90 days after closure

NavigationHR Tip: Retaliation prevention should be part of the investigation plan from the beginning,
not an afterthought at the end.
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Common Investigation Mistakes That Create Risk

Even well-intentioned employers can create unnecessary risk when workplace investigations are
handled inconsistently or informally.

Five Common Mistakes

1. Waiting Too Long to Respond
Delays can make it appear that the organization did not take the concern seriously.

2. Using a Biased or Conflicted Investigator
An investigator who supervises one of the parties, has prior involvement, or is close to leadership may
undermine confidence in the process.

3. Failing to Define the Scope
Without a clear scope, investigations can become too narrow, too broad, or inconsistent.

4. Poor Documentation
If the file does not explain what happened, who was interviewed, what evidence was reviewed, and why
decisions were made, the employer may struggle to defend the process later.

5. Forgetting About Retaliation
An employer may handle the initial complaint appropriately but create new risk by failing to monitor
what happens afterward.

NavigationHR Insight: Most investigation challenges stem from process failures, not necessarily the

final decision.

Manager Escalation Guide

Managers are often the first people to hear employee concerns. They need to know when to escalate
issues to HR or leadership.

Managers Should Immediately Notify HR When an Employee Mentions

e Harassment

e Discrimination

e Retaliation

e Bullying

e Threats

e Safety concerns

e Wage or paycheck issues

e Unwanted conduct

e Unfair treatment tied to protected status

e Concernsinvolving a supervisor or executive
e Ethics or compliance violations

e Feeling unsafe at work

e Repeated inappropriate conduct

e Requests not to “make it a big deal” but involving serious allegations

NavigationHR Workplace Investigation Playbook | Page 12




Manager Reminder

Employees do not need to use legal terms for an employer to be on notice of a potential issue.
An employee may never say “hostile work environment” or “retaliation,” but the facts they describe may
still require action.

Workplace Investigation Checklist

Intake

Complaint received

Date and time documented

Person receiving complaint identified

Initial concern summarized

Immediate safety or retaliation risk assessed

Relevant documents preserved

Interim measures considered

Decision made whether formal investigation is needed

Ooooooooad

Planning

Investigator assigned

Conflicts of interest reviewed

Scope defined

Applicable policies identified
Witness list prepared

Documents and evidence identified
Interview order determined
Confidentiality approach established
Retaliation prevention plan created

Ooooooood

Fact-Finding

Complainant interviewed
Accused individual interviewed
Relevant witnesses interviewed
Documents reviewed

Digital evidence reviewed
Follow-up gquestions completed
New allegations assessed
Scope changes documented

Ooooooogoo

Evaluation

Facts summarized

Conflicting evidence assessed
Credibility evaluated where appropriate
Policy application reviewed

Findings prepared

Conclusions supported by evidence

oooooao

Resolution
O Corrective action considered
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Consistency with past practice reviewed
Outcome communications prepared
Retaliation reminders provided
Investigation file finalized

Follow-up dates scheduled

Investigation Readiness Scorecard

Use this scorecard to assess whether your organization is prepared to handle workplace investigations
effectively.

ooooo

Answer Yes or No.

Do managers know when employee concerns must be escalated to HR?
Does your organization have a documented investigation process?

Do you have trained internal investigators?

Do you have investigation templates or checklists?

Do you document decisions about scope, witnesses, evidence, and findings?
Do you have a process for preserving digital evidence?

Do you know when to use an outside investigator?

Do managers understand retaliation risks?

Do you conduct follow-up after investigations close?

10 Have your investigation practices been reviewed in the last 12 months?

©ONDO A ON

Score Your Organization

8-10 Yes Answers: Strong Foundation
Your organization appears to have many of the core elements of an effective investigation process.
Continue reviewing practices regularly and training managers.

5-7 Yes Answers: Moderate Risk
Your organization may have some helpful practices, but gaps may create risk if a serious complaint
arises.

0-4 Yes Answers: High Risk

Your organization may be vulnerable to inconsistent, poorly documented, or legally risky investigations.
A process review or investigation readiness assessment is recommended.

Call to Action

NavigationHR can conduct an Investigation Readiness Assessment to identify gaps, strengthen

your process, and provide practical tools for managers and HR teams.

Case Study

Complaint Against a Supervisor
This practical example shows how the investigation framework applies when an employee raises

concerns involving a supervisor, potential retaliation, and team-level impact.

The Situation
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An employee reports that their supervisor has made inappropriate comments during team meetings and
has treated them differently since they raised concerns.

Potential Risks
This situation may involve:
e Harassment
e Retaliation
e Manager misconduct
e Witness credibility issues
e Team morale concerns
e Potential legal exposure

Recommended Investigation Approach
The employer should:

1. Document the complaint.
Assess whether interim measures are needed.
Assign a neutral investigator.
Identify relevant policies.
Interview the complainant.
Interview the supervisor.
Interview witnesses who attended the meetings.
Review emails, messages, performance records, and prior complaints.
9. Evaluate whether the conduct violated policy.
10. Determine appropriate corrective action.
11. Communicate closure appropriately.
12. Monitor for retaliation.

NGO RODN

Why Process Matters
Even if the employer ultimately reaches a reasonable conclusion, the decision may be questioned later
if the investigation was delayed, poorly documented, biased, orincomplete.

When to Call NavigationHR

Many organizations can handle routine employee concerns internally. However, outside support can be
especially valuable when the matter is sensitive, complex, or likely to be challenged.

Consider calling NavigationHR when:
e The complaintinvolves harassment, discrimination, or retaliation
e Theaccused employee is a supervisor, executive, owner, or HR representative
e Theissue involves a high-performing or high-risk employee
e Internal neutrality may be questioned
e The organization lacks investigation experience
e Termination or serious discipline may result
e Litigation or agency involvement is possible
e The workplace is already tense or divided
e The complaintinvolves multiple employees or departments
e The employer wants an independent review of the facts

NavigationHR Workplace Investigation Playbook | Page 15



How NavigationHR Helps Employers

NavigationHR helps employers manage workplace investigations with clarity, consistency, and
confidence.

Independent Workplace Investigations
We conduct impartial investigations involving harassment, discrimination, retaliation, misconduct,
policy violations, leadership concerns, and other sensitive workplace matters.

Investigation Process Audits
We review your current investigation practices, documentation, templates, escalation procedures, and
manager responsibilities to identify risk areas and improvement opportunities.

Investigation Readiness Assessments
We evaluate whether your organization is prepared to respond effectively when serious complaints
arise.

Manager and HR Training
We train managers and HR professionals on complaint intake, escalation, documentation, retaliation
prevention, and investigation best practices.

Employee Relations Consulting
We help employers evaluate employee concerns, determine whether an investigation is needed, and
respond appropriately to complex workplace issues.

Documentation and Template Development
We create practical tools, including investigation checklists, intake forms, witness interview templates,
closure memos, and manager escalation guides.

Final Takeaway

A workplace investigation is more than an HR task.

Itis arisk-management function, a culture-building opportunity, and often a key part of an employer’s
legal defense.

Employers are not expected to conduct perfect investigations. But they should be able to show that they
acted promptly, selected a neutral investigator, gathered relevant facts, treated participants fairly,
reached reasonable conclusions, documented the process, and followed up appropriately.

The goal is not perfection. The goal is a reasonable, good-faith, well-documented process.

Ready to Strengthen Your Investigation Process?

If your organization does not have a formal investigation process — or if your process has not been
reviewed recently — NavigationHR can help.

Contact NavigationHR for assistance with:
e Independent workplace investigations
e Investigation readiness assessments
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e Manager training

e HRprocess audits

e Employee relations support

e Investigation templates and documentation tools

Need help with a current workplace issue or want to assess your investigation readiness?

Contact NavigationHR to schedule a confidential consultation.

© 2026 NavigationHR. All rights reserved. This playbook is provided for informational purposes only and may not be

reproduced, distributed, or used for commercial purposes without prior written permission from NavigationHR.
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