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Secretary Robert “Bob” McDonald has mounted an ambitious effort to align all 
components of VA with VA Core Values encapsulated in the ICARE principles, VA 
Core Characteristics, and the MyVA initiative.  Additionally, he often talks about 
choosing the “harder right instead of the easier wrong.”  Unfortunately VA still employs 
many managers who often choose the “easier wrong” when it comes to the treatment of 
their employees. 
 
ICARE stands for Integrity, Commitment, Advocacy, Respect, and Excellence.  All VA 
employees, from top to bottom, must recommit to the ICARE standards periodically.  At 
all times, they must conduct themselves in a manner that comports with the ICARE 
standards.  There are six VA Core Characteristics, namely Trustworthy, Accessible, 
Quality, Innovative, Agile, and Integrated, to which VA employees must adhere.  The 
VA Core Characteristics define what VA stands for and what VA endeavors to be as an 
organization.  Finally, the MyVA initiative strives to create a Veteran-centric 
organization.  In order to achieve a Veteran-centric organization, the MyVA initiative 
mandates that VA employees be empowered so that they may identify challenges, craft 
solutions, and deliver outstanding service to Veterans.   
 
Secretary McDonald recognizes the central role VA employees play in serving Veterans.  
Competent, well-trained, respected, and satisfied employees who are empowered to use 
skill, creativity, and common sense to fulfil their duties perform more effectively than 
employees who are demoralized and fearful.  In contrast, employees who are 
micromanaged, abused, tormented, or otherwise mistreated focus on self-preservation.  
Those who are trusted and valued feel sufficiently safe to turn their attention to the 
wellbeing of others.  It is these employees that are best able to serve our Veteran 
clientele. 
 
Secretary McDonald acknowledges that managers set the tone for VA employees.  
Capable managers model ICARE, adhere to VA Core Characteristics, and implement the 
MyVA initiative.  These managers foster a collaborative and trusting culture, which 
inspires excellence and produces good results.  Conversely, managers who disregard 
ICARE, VA Core Characteristics, and the MyVA initiative induce apprehension, unease, 
anxiety, and dread, which prevent employees and their organizations from flourishing.   
 
The Secretary has sought the help of the American Federation of Government Employees 
(AFGE) Local 17 (hereinafter “Union”) to identify VA Central Office (VACO) managers 
who do not comport themselves in a manner that promotes VA Core Values (ICARE), 
VA Core Characteristics, and the MyVA initiative.  In turn, the Union reached out to 
VACO employees to provide details regarding managers whose conduct, competence, 
and/or managerial style do not comply with the expected standards as set forth in ICARE, 
VA Core Characteristics, and the MyVA initiative. 
 
The Union has met with numerous VACO employees who wished to discuss their 
experiences.  With few exceptions, the Union has been impressed by the dedication, 
competence, and commitment of these employees.  Sadly, their ability to contribute is 
hampered by unfit managers who have chosen to ignore the Secretary’s standards.   
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 had instructed the day before.  He would be admonished nastily to “get 
with the program” and perform in a manner radically different than what had been 
instructed previously.   
 
The lack of staff due to resignations and reassignments coupled with the lack of vision 
has taken a toll on the productivity of her office.  Instead of improving the work 
environment to ensure morale and consequently, retention, she has indicated that she 
would begin to rely on contractors.  One wonders what contractors would do without 
coherent instructions.   
 

 is untrustworthy and dishonest.  For example, she has instructed subordinates 
to sign documents indicating that midyear evaluations took place even though they had 
not.  Indeed, she has failed to issue both performance standards and performance 
evaluations to some employees in violation of VA policy and OPM regulations.  At one 
point, she unlawfully tried to add critical elements to employees’ performance plans with 
less than 90 days remaining in the fiscal year. 
 

 is overly concerned with her image at the expense of her own employees and 
the mission of .  Perhaps for that reason, she explicitly forbade the senior 
employees who resigned in January 2015 from speaking to senior executives at , 
namely  and .   
 

 conduct defies the VA Core Values named in ICARE.  She displays no 
Integrity and fails to adhere to the highest professional standards.  Her behavior is not 
only unprofessional but also abusive.  As well, she exhibits a lack of honesty by asking 
subordinates to falsify documents.  Her Commitment of VA’s mission is questionable 
because she is so ineffective and unable to maintain a team that she is unable to 
accomplish even basic tasks required at her office.  She shows no Respect for employees 
but rather creates a hostile work environment.  Finally, she does not strive for Excellence, 
specifically, she has not heeded the Innovative standard but instead has created 
unproductive relationships with her staff.  As apparent from the senior employee who had 
nothing to do despite practically begging for work, she prevents her staff members from 
using their skills to the fullest extent.   
 
The Union emphasizes that  leadership does not meet the standards set 
forth in the MyVA initiative.  She has inadequate staffing due to the poor retention 
engendered by her lack of professionalism and failure to effectively communicate with 
subordinates.  Without a doubt, she does not recognize the central role that highly 
motivated and very capable VA employees play in serving Veterans.   
 
As stated above, without fail,  current and former employees are a talented 
group.  Instead of harnessing their competencies to serve Veterans, she wastes VA funds 
by failing to formulate a coherent action plan for her office.  Her current and former 
employees want to have an impact and improve the lot of Veterans.  They are frustrated 
because their efforts are stymied at every turn.  They not empowered to serve, and they 
are actively prevented from contributing.   
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sufficient technical expertise at least with respect to auditing about which she knows very 
little.  Thus, she does not understand the work of some of her employees.   
 
When  assumed her current position in early 2014, an employee advised her 
of a report by the VHA National Center for Organization Development (NCOD), a 
component within VHA charged with promoting organizational health.  Indeed, in 
August 2013, the NCOD issued a scathing report about the office, which likely led to the 
retirement of  predecessor, , who announced his retirement not 
long after the report was released.  In any event, after the report was issued in August 
2013, NCOD began to hold regular meetings in order to facilitate the creation of a 
healthier organizational climate; at some point, the regular meetings stopped.  Thus, on 
meeting with  in early 2014, the employee asked  when the 
meetings with NCOD would resume.   indicated that she would need time to 
consider the matter, yet she had not resumed the NCOD meetings and did nothing to 
improve hostile management practices that led to employee dissatisfaction.  Thus, in July 
2014, the employee again inquired about NCOD meetings.  Subsequently,  
arranged one further NCOD meeting and then asserted that she did not see the utility of 
NCOD intervention.   observation is puzzling, as progress consistent with 
NCOD findings would have required ongoing meetings for an extended period. 
 
Aside from a general disinterest in organizational health,  ignores and even 
violates regulations and policy regarding leave, telework, and reasonable 
accommodations for employees with documented disabilities.  The Union notes that some 
of the employees requesting accommodations are Veterans with service-connected 
disabilities.  She sits on requests for reasonable accommodations and advance sick leave 
for unreasonable periods and sometimes ignores them altogether.  Rather than 
accommodating dedicated and valuable professionals (auditors and accountants) who 
would like to perform their jobs, she compels them to cut their hours, take leave without 
pay, and suffer the consequences of what she characterizes as using “too much leave.”  

 could accommodate disabled employees’ needs by allowing telework as a 
reasonable accommodation and permitting more flexible schedules that would reduce the 
need for using leave.  Instead, she creates barriers, ignores regulations and policy, and 
creates needless burdens for skilled employees who would be able to contribute even 
more if their special needs were accommodated.  From Union discussions, no disabled 
employee made an unreasonable request for accommodations.   
 

 is indifferent to the plight of her employees in other ways.  There is a lack 
of transparency, and she turns a blind eye to blatant harassment that takes place on her 
watch.  The most glaring example is that of , the  who serves 
immediately beneath her.   yells and shouts at employees, behaves 
inappropriately toward women, and is the subject of numerous EEO complaints.  He is 
discussed further in a separate entry.  However,  silence and inaction with 
respect to  epitomizes her poor managerial skills and lack of interest in 
employee wellbeing and organizational health.   has indicated that there 
were only a limited number of battles she could fight and that taking measures to deal 
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are both .  There are also four  and three supervisory   Why  
 believes he needs nine people to manage 23 is a mystery that might only be 

attributable to inadequate managerial skills.   
 

 does not communicate effectively with staff.  He asserts that he has an open 
door policy when his door is ajar, but his door and blinds are shut almost all of the time.  
When he does interact with staff, he often yells and speaks rudely, although his non-
managerial staff is composed primarily of Veterans.  There are no staff meetings and no 
briefings after his trips to the field.  Staff members interact with him only when they have 
documents requiring his signature.   does not provide clear guidance and 
memorializes no policies and procedures, which compels employees to walk the halls 
searching for answers.  Furthermore, processes change depending of  
mood.   
 
The Union’s discussion has centered on , as  is more removed 
from non-management employees, and they have less direct contact with him.  However, 

 has taken no action to initiate improvements for  staff, and 
because he presides over an organization with a shockingly high rate of resignations and 
a seemingly wasteful and inefficient management structure, he is complicit in the 
dysfunction of  office and is responsible for  mismanagement 
in general. 
 
ICARE should inform all supervisory actions.   explicitly 
ignore the ICARE mandate as evident from the ill-treatment faced by the many Veterans 
in their organization.  Surely, an environment of harassment and intimidation of Veterans 
does not reflect Integrity.  They lack Commitment by showing a clear disregard for 
Veterans to include their professional development.   does not promote 
Advocacy as contemplated in ICARE.  Indeed, an office that is so poorly run with such 
high turnover cannot achieve the Advocacy component of ICARE.  The Union need not 
detail how little Respect is shown by , as the foregoing 
discussion depicts a general atmosphere of disrespect, fear, and intimidation.  Excellence 
is missing due to the missing guidance, unclear policies and procedures, and a refusal to 
allow for necessary professional development.   
 

 should also be guided by the VA Core Characteristics.  They 
fail in several measures to include Trustworthy by showing a complete disregard for 
employees.  Similarly, their failure to cultivate their employees through training and clear 
guidance detracts from the expected VA Core Characteristics of Quality, Innovative, and 
Agile, which necessitate a nurtured workforce. 
 
Moreover,  do not support the MyVA initiative by running a 
top-heavy organization that does not articulate clear policies and procedures.  Such an 
organization cannot possibly put Veterans first.  Likewise, neglecting to empower 
employees to do their jobs effectively works against the interests of the Veterans VA is 
intended to serve. 
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does not advise attorneys regarding where they stand in terms of promotions, causing 
undue anxiety.  Many attorneys who end up in her domain are denied promotions that are 
fairly standard practice elsewhere at the Board. 
 
In subversion of federal law,  has knowingly provided erroneous 
information regarding FMLA.  Attorneys at the Board are entitled to take up to 16 weeks 
of maternity/paternity leave under FMLA.   caused undue stress to pregnant 
attorneys by misinforming them that they can only substitute their accrued leave for the 
unpaid leave under FMLA if they produce enough cases to “cover” the time they are 
substituting the accrued leave.  This not only violates federal law by placing a chilling 
effect on an eligible employee’s right to use FMLA, but causes undue stress to pregnant 
women working under .   has commented that she feels 
attorneys use FMLA (maternity leave) as a way to evade Fair Share requirements.  The 
Union knows of no Board attorney who opted to conceive in order to subvert the quota.  
It is quite disturbing that a manager at VA, an agency charged with caring for others, has 
so little understanding of common life experiences.   
 

 sends harassing emails to attorneys who are on approved leave inquiring as 
to their whereabouts.  Many attorneys within her purview experience stress and anxiety 
beyond that which is already common for Board attorneys in general.  She has been the 
subject of grievances and is well aware of the pain she inflicts, but she refuses to alter her 
behavior. 
 

 pays lip service to ICARE and ensures that her judges and attorneys keep 
up with ICARE training requirements.  Because she feels that the rules do not apply to 
her, however, she fails miserably in her implementation of this mandatory standard.  The 
desire to instill fear is inconsistent with Integrity, and terrorizing attorneys does not 
demonstrate Respect.  She might argue that she has Commitment, but that VA Core 
Value necessitates subordinating one’s own interests to those of the agency and the 
Veterans it serves.   sense of entitlement in incongruous with 
Commitment as defined for ICARE purposes.  The Union observes that  
reprehensible management practices are inconsistent with VA Core Characteristics and 
certainly fail to promote the MyVA initiative.  Cowed, harassed, and mistreated attorneys 
likely produce less, both in terms of quality and quantity, than attorneys who must deal 
only with the pressure inherent at a place such as the Board. 
 

 may not rise to the level of malevolence displayed by   
Her employees, however, point out that  lacks the communication and 
interpersonal skills to manage others.  She displays a lack of empathy and misperceives 
social situations in that she takes offense at innocent occurrences and expresses fear in 
harmless situations.  For example, she called security during a meeting with the Union 
despite having known the Union representatives for years, two respected attorneys with 
no history workplace violence.   laughs inappropriately at meetings, 
leaving those around her to wonder what she is contemplating.  Other times, she fails to 
respond to pleasantries and greetings. 
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Managers must have keen interpersonal skills and a strong ability to read people, interpret 
social situations, and understand social cues.  Someone as socially inept as  

 is not up to the job.  She is certainly suited to solitary tasks, but she does not 
possess the competencies required for a position entailing a great deal of human contact 
and strong interpersonal skills.   
 
In addition to marked social deficits, and perhaps because of those deficits,  

 shows little interest in employee rights or wellbeing.  For instance, on at least 
one occasion she targeted an employee for increased scrutiny once the employee 
announced her pregnancy.  She further notified this employee of her decision to terminate 
her flexiplace participation due to unacceptable performance 8 weeks into her 16 week 
maternity leave, as well as advised her she would return to work to face a PIP.  She 
mailed these notices to the employee’s home while she was on FMLA leave.  The 
employee quit.   
 
When placing attorneys on PIPs,  routinely turns to attorneys, insisting 
that they alone state how they will improve their performance.  Her refusal to offer 
constructive proposals for improvement is simply unproductive, in violation of law and 
the contract, and most importantly failed to give an employee a clear way back to fully 
successful performance.  A PIP is supposed to be a cooperative process to assist an 
employee.  It is not an indictment and certainly not an adversarial process.  With  

, however, PIPs are adversarial. 
 

 has refused to grant promotions to fully successful attorneys without a 
coherent explanation.  The foregoing is in clear violation of the Master Collective 
Bargaining Agreement (MCBA) which mandates that specific reasons be provided for 
failing to grant career ladder promotions.   
 
Perhaps not grasping that Bargaining Unit employees have specific rights,  

 is disrespectful to the Union and to employee rights.  On occasion, she refuses 
to allow Union representatives an opportunity to speak at meetings, frustrating the 
purpose of Union representation and instilling intimidation and fear in subordinates.  She 
refuses to maintain a copy of the MCBA, and does not allow Union representatives to 
point out relevant provisions during meetings.  She sparsely attended a two-day joint 
labor-management training on the MCBA in June 2014, arriving late and leaving early, 
although her direct supervisor and other  attended the training in full.  She 
was required to attend the training pursuant to a settlement agreement entered into in 
April 2013.  She flouted that agreement to the detriment of employees who require 
managers who understand and respect the MCBA. 
 
A pronounced and likely pathological deficiency in the social arena coupled with an utter 
disregard for employee rights and wellbeing is inconsistent with ICARE.  Disregard for 
established employee rights, hostility to the Union, and hostile treatment of pregnant 
employees amounts to a lack of Integrity.  She does not fulfill organizational 
responsibilities, which include supporting and cultivating employees.  As such, she 
displays a lack of Commitment.  She does not show Advocacy because her hostile 
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gratitude and respect, especially from VA.  Apparently, Veteran status is immaterial to 
. 

 
 imposes harsh disciplinary measures in situations that do not merit 

disciplinary action.  For example, she harassed and used petty incidents to propose harsh 
discipline based in a large part on the employee’s  service-connected disabilities  
When she does not impose improper disciplinary measures, she threatens to take action 
against employees for perceived offenses.  Indeed, she is militant about time, frequently 
forcing employees to take leave because their “whereabouts were unknown” whether the 
employee was on their 15 minute break, in the bathroom, or finishing a work related task 
that required them to be away from their desk.  She gives employees a hard time about 
their “time and attendance” even in instances in which there are unforeseeable public 
transport delays, stating that the employee should plan for an unforeseen delay because  
he commutes on the red line which is often delayed.  Ultimately, she allowed the 
employee an authorized absence.  She also makes veiled threats of termination.  Clearly, 
this pattern of behavior is expressly designed to intimidate low-level employees who 
already face many hardships in life. 
 

 and her assistant, , deliberately perpetuate chronic stress.  
Both berate employees in raised voices in full view of their colleagues.  They speak in a 
derogatory and insulting manner using abusive language.   regularly utters 
vulgarities when addressing employees.  When such profanity was brought to  

 attention, she did nothing, and the swearing continues unabated.  She looks 
through employees’ desks under the guise of searching for work-related material, thereby 
diminishing any sense of privacy that an employee might have possessed.  She reveals 
personal employee information to other employees in the office.  She instructs  

 to survey the office at regular intervals to monitor employees and report on their 
whereabouts.  The mere fact of the hourly surveillance instills fear because employees do 
not know what will prompt  to report them.  On one occasion, he advised  

 that an employee had been on the phone.  That employee was forced to take 
leave because of the “personal nature” of the phone call, regardless of the fact it was in 
relation to taking care of an urgent situation of a family member.  The daily humiliation, 
harassment, and intimidation lead to stress.  The unrelenting stress causes employees to 
take leave or seek treatment in the health unit.  These absences lead to more harassment 
and intimidation, and the stress is not only perpetuated but intensified.  She believes that 
yelling on her part, and rude and antagonistic conduct on the part of , will 
motivate employees to get their work done.   
 

 is preoccupied with the notion of “respect” and her temperamental nature 
wreaks havoc on employees.  She has good days and bad ones.  Her moods and behavior 
are unpredictable, and employees’ work experience fluctuates based on  
particular mood.  The Union emphasizes that  managerial ineptitude is 
deeply rooted and impervious to change.  She has been enrolled in many management 
training programs intended to ameliorate her supervisory inadequacies.  After these 
trainings, her performance improves for a week or two until she reverts to ingrained 
habits and traits.  Survey results by her employees yielded universally bad results.  Not 
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