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Standard 5A 

The provider follows a written Human 
Resources policy that protects employees 

and creates a supportive working 
environment.

> Essential Practice 5A.1 A written Human Resources policy, compliant with national law, is 
available to all employees and explains their rights.

> Essential Practice 5A.2  Employee compensation levels reflect competitive market rates, or at 
least the national or local sector minimum wage.

> Essential Practice 5A.3  The provider accepts and responds to employee grievances through a 
formal and confidential grievance system.

> Essential Practice 5A.4  The provider assesses employees’ health and safety risks and takes 
steps to mitigate them before they occur. The provider investigates, documents, and reports all 
occupational incidents (i.e., accidents, injuries, or diseases) that occur.
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THE PROVIDER FOLLOWS A WRITTEN HUMAN RESOURCES POLICY THAT 
PROTECTS EMPLOYEES AND CREATES A SUPPORTIVE WORKING ENVIRONMENT

STANDARD 

5A.1 DEFINE A HUMAN RESOURCES POLICY

In order to serve clients well, employees must work in an environment that 
supports and protects their rights and makes them feel valued. A well-developed 
Human Resources policy provides the foundation for such an environment. 

Your institution’s Human Resources policy should be easily accessible to all 
employees, which means that each employee should know that the policy exists, 
what the contents include, and where to find the entire policy (e.g., on a shared 
computer drive). Provide an abridged version of the policy in hard copy, highlighting 
the policies that affect employees most significantly. Inform employees on changes 
to the policy in a timely way.

The Human Resources policy should contain at least the following, related to 
employee rights:

• Wages/salary scale: Describe your institution’s pay scale; the mechanism 
through which employees will be paid (e.g., monthly direct deposit); and how 
your institution will communicate to the employee about how the amount 
paid was calculated (e.g., pay slips will indicate how the amount paid was 
calculated and the amount and purpose of any deductions).

• Benefits: Describe the benefits available to employees (e.g., government 
benefits, accident and/or health insurance, contributions to pensions/
retirement schemes) and to whom these benefits apply (e.g., full-time 
employees, part-time employees). Describe all conditions employees must 
meet in order to access these benefits and use your institution’s financial 
services (e.g., loans, transfer services).

• Working time and leave: Describe employee rights to reasonable working 
hours, including rights to overtime pay; the rate for overtime pay; the 
length and frequency of rest periods; holiday dates; how employees will 
be compensated for work on holidays; number of expected work hours per 
week; and to whom these apply. 

• Safety at work: Describe employee rights to a safe work environment, as well 
as the institution’s responsibility to provide one. Include information on the 
use of safety equipment; emergency response instructions; steps to take in 
case of accident or injury; employee rights to compensation for accidents or 
injuries; and which categories of employees have access to which equipment.

• Grievance resolution and whistleblower policy: Describe how employees 
can seek resolution to grievances related to work; how employees are 
protected against retaliation from other employees, including management; 
and how employee privacy is respected during the grievance process.

• Anti-harassment safeguards: Describe the actions that your institution 
classifies as “harassment” (e.g., sexually suggestive language; physical 
contact; racial comments; punitive abuse of discretionary powers such as 
work assignments); the procedure for reporting and investigating allegations; 
sanctions for violations (e.g., probation; termination of employment) faced 
by employees who harass others; and how your institution will protect the 
right of privacy of both the alleged victim and the person accused.

• Disciplinary procedures and possible sanctions: List those actions and 
activities that are prohibited. Confirm that your institution will investigate 
cases of reported misconduct (e.g., violations of the Code of Conduct; theft; 
harassment of a colleague); the different levels of disciplinary procedures that 
employees may face; and employee rights related to appealing disciplinary 
action. 

• Conditions for dismissal and exit formalities: Describe the conditions 
under which employees may be dismissed, employee rights (e.g., severance 
pay) and responsibilities (e.g., two-week notice) related to termination of 
employment, including procedures for dismissal that adequately protect 
employees, procedures for resignation that adequately protect management, 
and conditions and procedures for leaves of absence. 

STANDARD 5A
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• Freedom of association: Describe employees’ rights to form or join a trade 
union without interference and to bargain collectively.

• Non-discrimination: Describe employee rights to fair and equal treatment 
regardless of the employee’s sex, race/ethnicity/national extraction/social 
origin, religion, HIV status, disability, sexual orientation, political affiliation/
opinion, and participation in a trade union.

Comply with legal requirements on compulsory labor and minors

Your institution should not employ any person against his or her will and should 
not do business with enterprises that benefit from forced labor.116 Pay special 
attention to vulnerable groups, including migrant workers, prison laborers, 
indigenous or tribal peoples, and workers from groups who are significantly 
discriminated against in the local culture.  

Your institution should not employ any person under the minimum age for work 
established in law. In countries where the school-leaving age is less than 15, the 
minimum age for full-time work may be set at 14 as a transitional measure, but it 
should be raised to 15 as soon as the school-leaving age is raised.   

For light work, you may engage children starting at 12 years in less-developed 
countries and 13 years in developed countries, per international standards. Light 
work is labor that does not interfere with the child’s schooling, does not harm 
the child in any other way, and leaves sufficient time for the child to also develop 
socially through play. Examples of light work include undertaking relatively simple 
tasks in the family business before and after school and receiving money for 
performing errands for neighbors.

The minimum age is 18 for hazardous work, which is work that is likely to harm the 
health, safety, or morals of a child. Examples of such work include very demanding 
physical labor and work performed in dangerous conditions.

Developing the HR policy

Consider involving employees at different levels in the process for developing the 
HR policy. Engaging workers in developing the policy will enhance the quality and 
appropriateness of the policy, and it will build staff awareness and commitment. 
Consider establishing an employee committee that periodically discusses how to 
improve implementation of the policy.

Making employees aware of the policy

The policy should be part of induction for new employees. All new employees 
should be aware of the policy, and they should know to whom they can address any 
questions or concerns they might have. Experience has shown that employees often 
do not retain much of the HR information shared during induction trainings, because 
the material is too technical or too overwhelming to be absorbed at one time. If you 
break down the policy into digestible pieces, use various delivery methods (group 
discussions and videos, for example), and test employee knowledge at various 
intervals, then trainees are more likely to understand the HR policy. Some providers 
discuss one part of the HR policy (e.g., how to report harassment in the workplace) 
as part of periodic employee meetings at branches and headquarters. Reviews like 
this help refresh and deepen employee understanding of the HR policy and may 
make it easier for your institution to enforce it.

116 The institution should have a separate policy on the responsibility of loan officers to ensure that clients’ 
operating practices respect employees’ rights.

THE PROVIDER FOLLOWS A WRITTEN HUMAN RESOURCES POLICY THAT 
PROTECTS EMPLOYEES AND CREATES A SUPPORTIVE WORKING ENVIRONMENT
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• Grameen Foundation’s Human Capital Management Assessment is a self-
assessment tool you can use to evaluate your current HR practices, identify gaps, 
and plan for strategic improvements. The Questionnaire begins on page 19. 
• Sonata Microfinance Pvt. Ltd (India) uses a Whistleblower Policy that specifies 
how an employee can report cases of employee misconduct without fear of 
repercussion. Sonata also has an Anti Sexual Harassment Policy that covers the 
definition of sexual harassment, the sanctions applied to harassers, and how 
employees can file a complaint.
• Women’s World Banking’s Gender Performance Indicators Manual mostly 
describes indicators for analyzing outreach and product suitability for female 
clients, but it also includes indicators for assessing your employee gender diversity. 

Grameen Foundation’s Total Rewards Toolkit describes a responsible 
approach for determining employee compensation and benefits.

5A.2 PAY EMPLOYEES A COMPETITIVE WAGE

Your institution should pay employees at a rate that is at least the national or local 
sector minimum wage. However, it is often more responsible to use local market 
rates to determine salaries. Pay competitive salaries as compared to at least three 
other responsible businesses in the local market, but pay attention to instances in 
which wages are depressed across an entire market. This means that in markets 
where employees are generally underpaid throughout the entire industry, your 
institution should adjust wages above the market rate.

Examine your institution’s wages to determine whether you pay a living wage.  A 
living wage is sufficient to provide minimally satisfactory living conditions for the 
employee in the location where s/he lives. This means that, based on his/her basic 
pay (excluding bonus pay), an employee can afford safe housing, sufficient food, 
clothing, and transportation necessary to perform their workplace and personal 
duties. Your institution can determine the living wage using relevant collective 
bargaining agreements as a good indicator. When in doubt, conduct a simple 
study on the cost of living by interviewing employees. Remember that the living 
wage is not a static amount, particularly in countries with high inflation. Each year, 
examine whether salaries are still responsible, given changes in the cost of living.

Additionally, your institution should evaluate whether discrepancies exist between 
the salaries of comparable male and female employees at each level/department 
of the organization. Where such discrepancies exist, your institution should 
address the problem openly with employees and adjust wages accordingly.

5A.3 RESPOND TO EMPLOYEE GRIEVANCES THROUGH A FORMAL GRIEVANCE 
SYSTEM

Your institution should provide a formal way for employees to voice grievances. 
This mechanism could be a dedicated phone number, email address, or note 
box. You should have at least one channel for voicing grievances confidentially, 
meaning that the employee identifies him/herself but is afforded the opportunity 
to have their name disassociated with the complaint during the resolution phase. 
For example, if an employee complains to an HR representative because her 
manager is violating the institution’s policy on overtime work, the problem would 
be investigated without the manager knowing the identity of the complaining 
employee.

Ensure that the grievance mechanism is effective for resolving problems, not 
just recording them. In order to make the mechanism work for employees, 
there should be a formal process for recording, addressing, and following up on 
complaints. Track the number of complaints submitted as well as the details of 
their resolution. Do not target “zero complaints”—as this is a sign that employees 
do not know about the mechanism or do not feel comfortable using it. Rather, aim 
to respond quickly and fairly to problems that arise. 

Finally, the HR policy should protect employees from retaliation for submitting 
complaints, including protection for whistleblowers—those who disclose serious 
offenses such as criminal activity. 
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https://sptf.info/images/RC-Dim-5-Grameen-Foundation-HCM-Assessment-Blueprint-Tool.pdf
http://www.sonataindia.com/downloads/VigilMechanism_WhistleBlower.pdf
http://www.sonataindia.com/downloads/AntiSexualHarassmentPolicy.pdf
http://www.womensworldbanking.org/publications/gender-performance-indicators-how-well-are-we-serving-women/
https://sptf.info/images/RC-Dim5-Total-Rewards-Module-Grameen-Foundation-HCH.pdf
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FINCA Peru documents their HR policies in a formal manual that protect the rights and 
interests of employees. Highlights of the institution’s HR practices include:

• Equal employment opportunity between men and women: FINCA Peru employs 
affirmative action in the recruiting, hiring, and training of staff, and it prioritizes the 
hiring of women.

• Maternity leave: New moms have a three-month leave, and once back at work, their 
workday is reduced by one hour for a full year to allow them to take nursing breaks. 

• Continuous training: Employees receive training on job duties, and they can also 
access personal development training on topics such as how to deal with personal 
and family issues, stress management, etc.  Recently, FINCA Peru started offering 
coaching sessions with external consultants. 

• Continuing education: Employees are encouraged to continue their formal 
education. FINCA Peru enables them to have flexible work hours so they can attend 
school, and it sponsors up to 50% of tuition.

• Interest-free loans: Employees have access to interest-free loans to use toward 
housing, education, and health needs, as well as access to low interest rate loans 
for family businesses. Office staff participate in a communal bank through which 
they can save and have quick access to loans.

• Safety risks: FINCA Peru has formal safety regulations, to ensure that all employees 
feel safe, particularly those working in rural areas. For example, all transport vehicles 
are maintained regularly, and all employees have health and accident insurance.

• Family-friendly environment: Employees’ families are invited to participate in 
outings, sports, and special celebrations. Also, employees can take leave to attend 
important school events and family celebrations or to care for sick family members.

FIELD EXAMPLE 49. FINCA PROTECTS STAFF WITH HR POLICIES

Example of a grievance mechanism for employees 

An example of a grievance mechanism is an email address that allows an 
employee to contact a designated HR representative directly. Messages 
sent to this email address are kept confidential and only shared with others 
if the sending employee agrees. The provider informs all employees that 
the email address should be used in the case of grievances, in addition 
to informal channels such as speaking directly with supervisors. An 
accompanying HR policy describes how the provider will not tolerate 
retaliation (e.g., disrespectful comments, punitive work assignment, or 
denial of reasonable requests for leave or training) against an employee 
who submits a complaint. The policy also describes how the provider 
will seek to resolve the problem, such as using an Ethics Committee to 
determine a fair resolution. Finally, the provider follows up with a small 
sample of employees who have used the grievance mechanism to inquire 
whether they were satisfied with the process. 

•  VisionFund AzerCredit’s Staff Grievance Procedures is an 
example of a policy on grievance handling. 
•  Report on Human Resource Management in Microfinance 
Institutions: The State of Practice describes how several Indian 
providers handle staff grievances.
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https://sptf.info/images/azercredit_grievance_procedure_for_staff.pdf
http://www.microfinanceindia.org/uploads/pdfs/Report-on-Human-Resource-Management-in-MFIs-A-State-of-Practice.pdf
http://www.microfinanceindia.org/uploads/pdfs/Report-on-Human-Resource-Management-in-MFIs-A-State-of-Practice.pdf
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5A.4 ASSESS HEALTH AND SAFTEY RISKS AND INVESTIGATE ANY INCIDENTS

At least annually, your institution should assess the health and safety risks that 
employees face while performing their job functions. Consider risks that exist both 
in the office and in the field, and assess risks by different employee characteristics, 
including gender and disability. Male and female employees have different health 
and safety needs, for example. Consider forming a joint management-worker 
safety committee to ensure that there are representatives from all types of 
employees—males/females, field workers/office staff, employees with special 
needs, et cetera. A workplace risk assessment is one of the key tools for improving 
occupational safety and health conditions at work. It plays an important role in 
protecting workers and businesses, as well as complying with the laws in many 
countries. It helps everyone focus on the risks that really matter in the workplace 
– the ones with the potential to cause real harm. 

A risk assessment should be performed at least annually. This assessment is simply 
a careful examination of what, in the workplace, could cause harm to people. It 
should identify the hazard and the required control measures. When thinking 
about the risk assessment, remember:

• a hazard117 is anything that may cause harm, such as electricity, an open 
drawer, demanding and stressful work, a motorbike, etc.;

• the risk is the chance, high or low, that somebody could be harmed by these 
and other hazards, together with an indication of how serious the harm could 
be. 

The key to risk assessments is not to overcomplicate the process. In many 
organizations, the risks are well known and the necessary control measures are 
easy to apply. A risk assessment should not take too much time nor take up a lot 
of staff resources. 
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A risk assessment can be done by anyone in the organization—you do not have 
to be a safety and health expert. You can consider creating a two-person team 
composed of someone from head office and a branch-level employee, to take into 
account the different risks. 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) recommends a five-step process for 
conducting a risk assessment

1. Identify the hazards. What are the workplace risks that could cause harm? 
Table 29, plus the SPTF’s online template offers examples of hazards common to 
microfinance service providers. It is not exhaustive. To consider other hazards to 
assess, you may want to: 

• consult other examples of risk assessment tools (see resources at the end of 
this section);

• walk around the office and note items that might pose a risk;
• talk to supervisors, staff, drivers, and cleaning contractors on their concerns 

and opinions about health and safety issues in the workplace; and
• consult reports documenting past workplace accidents.

2. For each hazard, identify who might be harmed and how.

3. Note the existing controls in place to manage hazards, or what needs to be 
done to control the risk.

4. Note who is responsible for putting the suggested risk control measures into 
practice, and by what date. 

5. Share the completed risk assessment with staff (if your institution is too big to 
share with all staff, share at least with senior management and middle managers).

Your institution should, at a minimum, provide employees with training to 
mitigate each of the risks that you identify. Training should be free of charge and 
available to all employees. Table 29 provides examples of health/safety risks and 
corresponding training topics for employees.

117 See the Canadian Centre for Occupation Health and Safety website for a list of types of hazards; see INRS for 
a list in French and INSHT in Spanish. 

https://sptf.info/dimension-5/standard-5a
http://www.ccohs.ca/topics/hazards/psychosocial/#ctgt_1-0
http://www.inrs.fr/
http://www.insht.es/portal/site/Insht/
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TYPE OF 
EMPLOYEE

Employees 
working in an 
office, such as 
administrative 
positions

Employees 
working in the 
field, such as 
loan officers

POTENTIAL HEATH/SAFETY RISK

• Chronic stress due to demanding work 
and lack of support to handle such 
work

• Physical pain due to long hours of 
standing, sitting, typing, or other 
repetitive motions

• Sickness caused by unsanitary 
conditions in shared spaces (kitchen, 
bathrooms, etc.)

• Bodily injuries due to accidents when 
riding motorized vehicles or using 
public transportation or due to lack 
of safety equipment for driving (e.g., 
helmets for motorbike drivers)

• Physical harm from theft due to 
carrying cash in the field

TRAINING TOPICS TO MITIGATE RISK 
FOR EMPLOYEES

• Train employees on time management 
and stress mitigation techniques. 
Inform employees on how to 
communicate with the HR department 
when they are feeling excessive work-
related stress, and how to use your 
institution’s grievance mechanism in 
the case of confidential complaints 
against managers.

• Train employees on your institution’s 
protocol for carrying cash while in 
the field, including theft mitigation 
techniques (e.g., carrying cash in a 
safe box, traveling during daylight 
hours only).

TABLE 29. EXAMPLE HEALTH AND SAFETY RISKS & TRAINING TOPICS
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In addition to training, your institution should provide employees with equipment 
to mitigate health and safety risks. The equipment should be free of charge 
and equally distributed to male and female employees. It should also take into 
account gender differences (e.g., protective gear in women’s sizing). Examples of 
equipment include helmets and other safety gear for motorbike drivers and soap 
for employee washrooms.

Your institution’s HR policy should include procedures for following up on 
any incidents of on-the-job accidents, injuries, or diseases. The policy should 
include procedures for documenting an incident, reporting it to relevant people 
and institutions (e.g., board committee on employee issues, government), 
investigating the reasons for the incident, and following up with any corrective 

measures. Include a line-item in your budget and staff 
time for supporting the risk prevention and handling 
activities discussed above. Doing so will help ensure 
that your institution is not merely reacting to health and 
safety problems but anticipating and mitigating them. 
Doing so also sends a strong signal to employees that 
your institution prioritizes their wellbeing.

Example of incident procedure in action

A loan officer sustains injuries when his motorbike slips 
off the road, due to worn treads on the bike tires. The HR 
manager documents the accident and then submits the 
case to senior management. Management advises the 
employee to seek medical attention, which is covered 
by workplace insurance. Additionally, management 
determines that the institution will start inspecting all 
motorbike tires on a monthly basis and promptly replace 
worn tires.

Your institution should also compensate employees who 
miss work as a result of work-related injuries. If such 
compensation is not regulated by the labor laws in your 
country, develop a clear policy on the number of days 
that are paid when employees are on medical leave due 
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Many Nicaraguan institutions—FUNDESER included—were accused of being out of touch 
with clients, so the FSP decided to look at how they could improve staff-client relations 
through their HR policies. Examining current HR policies, FUNDESER noticed that little 
emphasis was placed on cultivating employee talent and that staff incentives did not 
emphasize strong staff-client relationships.

Led by management and the board, FUNDSER overhauled its HR policies, putting in place 
a new manual that emphasized three institutional priorities:

• Skills development. The FSP now offers increased training and skill-building 
opportunities, aimed at customer service.

• Loyalty to institutional values. The FSP now recruits, hires, and evaluates 
employees based on the values outlined in the Code of Conduct.

• Fair remuneration. The FSP eliminated pay that was heavily based on performance 
incentives that promoted overselling products or abusing clients who were late 
on their payments. New salaries are not based on bonuses, are competitive in the 
market, and allow staff to negotiate their salaries. 

In addition to this new manual, FUNDESER created clear job descriptions for each 
position, developing them with input from employees. These descriptions were aimed 
at helping staff understand how their work contributed to the FSP’s social and financial 
goals. Additionally, clear descriptions allowed staff to more easily set skill-building goals 
and evaluate their own work performance. 

FUNDESER management introduced the new policy slowly and thoroughly, conducting 
in-person workshops at all branch offices over two months. Though it took several more 
months for employees to fully understand and buy-in to the new policies, FUNDESER 
management believes that these policies have contributed to portfolio growth and 
decreased PAR.

FIELD EXAMPLE 50. FUNDESER STRENGTHENS HR POLICIES
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to work-induced health problems. Such compensation might be included 
in an employee medical insurance product. The policy should state the 
maximum number of paid days off for medical leave. Also, this policy 
should state what happens if the employee finishes the maximum number 
of days and is still declared not able to work again due to the injuries (long-
term disability). 

•  The SPTF’s Health and Safety Assessment Template can be used 
(and adapted) to conduct a workplace health and safety assessment, 
and for planning to address health and safety risks.
•  The ILO’s Encyclopaedia of Occupational Health and Safety is a 
global knowledge platform for sharing occupational safety and health 
(OSH) information and good practices.
•  VisionFund AzerCredit’s staff training on first aid is an example of 
how providers can proactively address risks in the workplace. 
•  The Health and Safety Executive’s Example risk assessment for 
an office-based businesses and the European Agency for Health 
and Safety at Work’s Online interactive Risk Assessment are two 
examples of comprehensive risk assessment methods.

https://sptf.info/dimension-5/standard-5a
http://www.ilo.org/safework/info/publications/WCMS_113329/lang--en/index.htm
https://sptf.info/images/azercredit_training_module%20_first_aid.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/casestudies/pdf/office.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/casestudies/pdf/office.pdf
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/promotional_material/oira-guide

