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Is Your Handbook Up to Date? 
 
The workplace has changed.  Your handbook, probably not 
so much. 
 
Issues such as paid family leave, open-ended time off, data 
privacy, social media, even the definition of who is and is not 
an employee - all need to be addressed in your handbook. 
 
And then there is the issue of what exactly your company 
"stands for."  Employers have started to place much more 
emphasis on their (totally cool, must work here) internal 
culture than on following rules and regulations better suited 
to the assembly line. 
 
Here are 14 handbook policies for you to consider, whether 
you are beginning from scratch or revising your handbook.  
Plus a few inspirational ideas to get you thinking. 
 
Who am I?  Hi, my name is Bill Gottlin.  I run Aspire HR 
Consulting, based in Stamford, CT, but helping companies 
everywhere with their HR challenges. 
 
Enjoy! 
  



Start With a Statement of What Your 
Company is All About 
 
This may seem surprising, as many assume that a handbook 
is focused on legal clauses. But the most important thing to 
communicate to new and existing employees is the 
company’s culture, the “who we are and how we do things” 
statement.  
 

Policy 1:  Mission and Values 
 
Nordstrom’s employee handbook states, “Our number one 
goal is to provide outstanding customer service. Set both 
your personal and professional goals high. We have great 
confidence in your ability to achieve them, so our employee 
handbook is very simple. We have only one rule.” It is: 
 

 



 
Software firm Disqus emphasizes its’ scrappy, 
entrepreneurial culture in statements such as these: 
 

 
 
 
  



 
Online shoe retailer Zappos’ Core Values statement: 
 

 
 
  



Philosophy and Mission of Eleni’s New York, maker of 
designer cupcakes and cookies: 
	

 
	

	

Philosophy 	
 
“I never worked a day in my life. It was all fun” - Thomas Edison 
 
Cookies made by happy people make people happy — it’s that simple! Eleni 
started the company because of her love for baking and sharing her 
homemade treats with family and friends. Eleni’s seeks employees who 
share this joy in making people happy! In a world that is hectic and fast 
paced, Eleni’s creations allow people to take a break from their busy lives to 
take a bite out of something sweet. We want employees that have as much 
fun making the cookies as our customers have enjoying the cookies!  
	

	
Mission	

 
To make really beautiful and delicious cookies. 
To design anything and everything in cookies. 
To provide a creative, happy work environment. 
To increase national distribution of our scrumptious cookies. 
To encourage the world to eat dessert first. 

 
So, start your handbook with what is most important – why 
your company exists, what it stands for, and how you want 
your employees to see their mission.   
 
 
 



Yes, You Do Need Legal Clauses 
After All 
 
After all the inspiration of a beautifully written Mission 
Statement, it may be hard to deal with the fact that things 
don’t always go the way we planned.  People steal, cheat, 
lie, post inappropriate photos on social media, and yes, even 
sue if they get fired.  So there is no getting around the fact 
that you have to protect the company. 
 
 

 
Valve Employee Handbook 

 
 
Policy 2:  “At Will” Employment 
 
You need a clear and conspicuous statement that the 
Employee Handbook does not create a contractual 



employment relationship or otherwise modify employees’ “at 
will” status. “At will” simply means that both the employer 
and employee have the right to terminate their relationship at 
any time, for any reason. Except, of course, termination 
cannot be for an illegal or discriminatory reason.  Because if 
you do, then the employee will probably win a lawsuit. 
 
An example: 
 
The Company Employee Handbook is designed to give you general 
information and may be amended by the Company from time to 
time.  It is not an employment contract or a guarantee of employment, 
and both you and the Company may end the relationship at any time 
and for any reason. 
 
Policy 3:  Equal Employment 
Opportunity   
 
Include a statement that you are an equal employment 
opportunity employer in all activities including hiring, job 
assignment, and promotion.  Then back up your words by 
meaning it.   
 
It is the policy of the Company to provide equal employment 
opportunity for all personnel activities including selection, job 
assignment, education and training, transfer, promotion, and layoff 
without regard to race, color, religion, marital or veteran status, sex, 
age, national origin, the presence of a medical condition or disability 
which is not job-related, or any other classifications as determined by 
law. 
 
  



Policy 4:  Reasonable 
Accommodation 
 
Include a policy that you will provide reasonable 
accommodation for workers with disabilities, as per this 
example: 
 
The Company will provide reasonable accommodation to any 
employee with a disability so that they can perform their job duties, as 
long as it does not cause undue hardship on the Company. 
 
Policy 5:  Harassment and 
Discrimination  
 
You should have a strong policy that the company will not 
tolerate illegal harassment and discrimination.   You may 
want to add another section on sexual harassment, which 
can be divided into “quid pro quo”  (sexual favors in 
exchange for better working conditions or compensation) 
and “hostile work environment.” 
 
This should be accompanied with a specific complaint 
procedure and examples so that employees know exactly 
how to proceed if they feel there is an issue.   
 
The Company provides a work environment that is free of 
discrimination and unlawful harassment, including sexual 
harassment.  If you have feel that you have been discriminated 
against or harassed, you must let your manager know as soon as 
possible.  If this is not appropriate, please speak to the Managing 
Director.  We will investigate and resolve the issue promptly. 
 



 
 
Policy 6:  Substance Abuse 
 
Include a policy on substance abuse, which is a leading 
cause of illness/injuries, absenteeism, and low productivity in 
the workplace.  Do you have a pre- and/or post-hire drug 
testing policy?  Under what circumstances will you offer 
assistance to the employee, and when will you terminate 
their employment instead? 
 
The Company provides employees with a work environment that is 
free of drugs and alcohol. Employees who are under the influence of 
a drug or alcohol on the job compromise the Company and the 
employee, and may lead to the loss of their job.  If an employee 
comes to us voluntarily to seek help, we will discuss assistance, 
including an unpaid leave of absence. 
 
The moderate use of alcohol at Company approved meetings or in an 
appropriate social setting is not prohibited by this policy. 
 
Policy 7:  Workplace Violence 
 
You should have a policy on workplace violence.  Encourage 
employees to communicate behavior that seems “off,” 
especially if there has been a sudden change in behavior, 
and send a clear message that violence will not be tolerated. 
 
Conduct that threatens, intimidates or coerces another employee will 
not be tolerated.  Indirect or direct threats of violence, incidents of 
actual violence and suspicious individuals or activities should be 
reported as soon as possible to your manager.   
 



Policy 8:  Confidentiality 
 
Employees have access to information and documents that 
are proprietary.  They should be reminded that things such 
as customer lists, documents, records, sales methods, and 
strategies must be kept confidential both during and after 
their employment. 
 
It is the policy of the Company to safeguard its confidential and 
proprietary data and to assure that all trade secrets or other 
confidential and proprietary information revealed to you will be kept 
secret by you both during employment and for a prescribed period of 
time thereafter.   
 
The Company’s confidential and proprietary information includes, but 
is not limited to information about customer lists, customer 
information, customer contacts, the identity of suppliers, business 
relationships, pricing, margins, business plans, marketing plans, 
financial data, business and customer strategy, techniques, technical 
know-how, processes, proposed processes, designs, prototypes, 
models, software, solutions, discussion guides, employee 
performance, patent applications, products and proposed products, 
and confidential information of third parties entrusted to the Company 
with an expectation of confidentiality.  Except as strictly necessary for 
the performance of your job duties, you must not disclose our 
confidential and proprietary information and data. 
 
If the employee had signed a specific confidentiality 
agreement when they were hired, add this: 
 

You will continue to be subject to the restrictions and obligations 
set forth in the Restrictive Covenants agreement you signed upon 
employment, including non-compete, non-solicitation and 
confidentiality covenants. 

 
 



 
Sonic Drive-in Employee Handbook 

 
What About a “Discipline” Policy? 
 
Disciplinary policies have long been a standard in employee 
handbooks, with “progressive disciplinary” steps including 
verbal and written warnings and suspensions, leading up to 
termination. 
 
Nowadays, employers are starting to shy away from terms 
such as “discipline,” which sound like something involving a 
ruler and a beating.   
 
The key point to remember is that in the event of a legal 
issue, you should be able to prove (to a judge, let’s say) that 
you are acting in a consistent way, and not doing to one 



person what you would not do to another.  This is a major 
cause of discrimination lawsuits.   
 
Second, let me say (over and over) that documentation is 
your best friend.  All performance issues should be 
documented in writing, with dates and specifics.  Getting lazy 
here will cause a world of trouble down the road if you need 
to justify what you have done, or even remember what you 
were thinking at the time. 
 
Understand the Definition of an 
Employee 
 
In recent years, many employers have gotten into trouble 
because of the wide-scale use of independent contractors, or 
“freelancers.”  The issue is in fact not clear cut at all, with 
state courts and the Department of Labor all trying to define 
it.  As it stands now, the quick and dirty way to look at is: 
 
• Employee:  a worker under the economic and 

management control of the employer 
 
• Independent Contractor: a worker with their own 

business who is responsible only for the final product 
 
Technically, freelancers don’t really make an appearance in 
employee handbooks.  After all, they are not employees.  But 
just keep this in mind. 
 
Policy 9:  Employee Classifications 
 
You need definitions of employment classifications (i.e. what 



is “full-time” vs. “part-time”), as these are often used to 
determine eligibility for benefits.  For example: 
 

Regular full-time and part-time employees are those that work for 
the Company on an ongoing basis.  By definition, part-time 
employees are those who regularly work less than 40 hours per 
week.   

 
Companies also may have interns, seasonal or temporary 
employees.  Make sure these terms are well defined; you 
can get into trouble for having long-term “temporary” 
employees who receive less benefits than the regulars. 
 
As an aside, understand the difference between hourly and 
salaried classifications as well.  Here is an example: 
 
All employees are classified as either exempt or non-exempt 
according to law. Exempt employees are paid a set salary for all 
hours worked.  If you are paid by the hour, then you are eligible for 
overtime pay after working 40 hours in a week.  
 
Social Media 
 
This is a fertile field for trouble.  Access to the internet is 
taken as a right and obviously every modern human is 
connected 24 hours per day.  However, there are boundaries 
that employees need to be aware of. 
 
Policy 10:  No Expectation of Privacy, 
and Do No Harm 
 
Include policies regarding no expectation of privacy in 
company email, voice mail, internet, or telephone use. 



Have a policy regarding social media and the company 
expectation that employees will not harm the goodwill and 
reputation of the company.  For example: 
 
Whenever you use the internet, or use social media, e-mail or any 
other electronic communication, you should do so in an appropriate, 
ethical and professional manner, and assume that whatever you write 
will be available to the public.  Do not harm the goodwill and 
reputation of the Company by inappropriate social media posting.  All 
of the rules regarding harassment, discrimination, and confidentiality 
apply to the internet as well. You should not have any expectation 
that email or any other electronic communication will remain private. 
 

 
 
 
  



Day-to-Day Stuff 
 
I am often reminded that when a new employee walks in the 
door, it is just like their first day of high school.  It is hard 
enough remembering where you should sit, let alone 
everyone’s name, where the coffee maker is, the bathroom 
is located, and what to do in the event of fire.  So try to give 
the newbie a break and write down a few of the basics. 
 
Random Unnumbered Policies For 
Your Consideration: 
 
• Business Hours 
• Meal/break Periods 
• Lactation (Breastfeeding) 
• Pay Periods 
• Performance Evaluations 
• Dress Code 
• Personal Emergencies 
• Working Remotely 
• Weather Policy 
• Safety 
• Smoke Free Workplace 
• Expense Reimbursement  
• Internal Communication 
• Technology Sharing 
• Return of Property Upon Leaving the Company 
• Romantic/Sexual Relationships (yes, you can have a 

policy on this!) 
• Hiring of Relatives 
• Conflicts of Interest 



• Outside Employment 
• Attendance 
• Solicitations 
• Employee Personnel Files 
• Immigration Law Compliance 
• Tuition Assistance 
• Employee Assistance Program 
• Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 
Time Off  
 

 
 
Paid and unpaid time off is increasingly the focus of local, 
state and federal laws.  That being said, some basic paid 
time off such as vacation, holidays, personal and sick days 
are still largely at the discretion of the company. 
 
 



Policy 11:  Paid Time Off 
 
Clarify your paid time off policies. Who is eligible? What are 
the benefits? Are you using traditional vacation days, 
holidays and sick days, or more flexible PTO (Paid Time 
Off)? How about Unlimited Time Off?  What is your accrual 
policy? Do you pay unused time off upon termination? Is 
there a state law that requires this? 
 
Companies are experimenting with various ways to 
incorporate work-life balance, while still getting the job done.  
Here is one possible policy:    
 
We expect that everyone we hire into the Company will work hard 
and employees need to take time away from the office to recharge 
and relax.   We also believe in people taking personal responsibility 
for managing their own time, workflow and results.   We therefore 
have an Open PTO (Paid Time Off) policy in which each employee is 
afforded the flexibility to take vacation, take time off for illness, or take 
time off for other personal events.   This policy will continue from year 
to year unless otherwise modified. 
 
Policy 12:  Unpaid Time Off 
 
The 800-pound gorilla of unpaid time off is the Family and 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA), which applies to companies with 
50 employees within 75 miles of the employee’s worksite.  If 
this sounds like you, then I recommend that you cut and 
paste a standard policy into your handbook, because it is 
lengthy and technical. 
 
You must have a Military Leave policy, which states that an 
unpaid leave of absence will be granted if you are serving in 



the military of the United States.  For example: 
 
A military leave of absence will be granted if you are absent in order 
to serve in the uniformed services of the United States.  Employees 
who perform and return from service will retain certain rights with 
respect to reinstatement, seniority, lay-off, compensation, length of 
service, promotions and length of service pay increases as required 
by applicable federal or state law. 
 
A current trend is paid or unpaid parental leave.  Here is an 
example: 
 
Parental Leave Policy 
 
Maternity/paternity/adoption leave (“parental leave”) under this policy 
is a leave associated with the birth of an employee’s own child, the 
placement of a child with the employee in connection with adoption or 
foster care, or time off to bond with a newborn, foster child or an 
adopted child.   You can receive up to 12 weeks of parental leave 
within one year of birth, adoption, or foster care placement.  Leave 
can be taken all at once or in segments. 
 
During the first five (5) days following the birth or adoption of a child, 
the employee will receive their full salary.   Thereafter, the other 11 
weeks of leave are unpaid.  You must use up to 2 weeks of accrued 
PTO days towards the unpaid days of your leave. 
 
If both parents are employees of the Company, they may take up to 
12 weeks leave combined (not each).    
 
Other types of leaves to consider: 
 

• Educational leave 
• Sabbaticals 
• Jury Duty  
• Bereavement 
• Time off to Vote 



Medical Benefits 
 
Employee medical benefits are an area in which is it often 
wise to be vague.  The specifics of benefit plans often 
changes from year to year, and of course also depends on 
choices made by individual employees.   
 
Policy 13:  Benefits Information 
 
Let employees know who is eligible, and the timing.  You 
may also give general information.  For example: 
 
The Company offers healthcare through plans that may change from 
time to time.   These benefits are only available for eligible full- and 
part-time employees regularly scheduled to work over 30 hours per 
week.  
 
Our goal is to provide at least a few different plans to meet the needs 
of different employees.  Optional coverage includes dependent 
coverage for employee and spouse, employee and children, or family 
coverage.  Coverage may include prescription, dental or eye care. 
 
Our healthcare plans require enrollment on the first day of the 
month.   Therefore our healthcare plans take effect 30 days after the 
first day of the month after you start.   For example, if you start 
working for us on February 20th, your healthcare will take effect on 
April 1.   
 
The Company’s goal is to cover the majority of costs for an 
employee.  Employees then pay for a portion of their coverage and 
the majority of costs associated with a family or spouse and there is a 
payroll deduction for this.   The amount of the copay will vary 
depending on the plan selected, the type of coverage, and other 
factors. 
 



If you lose your medical coverage because you leave the company or 
reduce the number of hours you work below the eligibility level, you 
may continue coverage under the Company’s health plan by paying 
the premium directly to our designated Cobra administrator, as per 
guidelines set out by COBRA, a federal law that provides continuing 
coverage of health benefits to employees and their families upon 
certain qualifying events where such coverage would otherwise be 
terminated.  
 

Other Benefits (aka Perks) 
 
Hey, it’s your Company, have some fun!  Why not add perks 
that are in line with your brand (see Policy #1) and make 
work a place you can’t wait to get to.  Here are some ideas 
courtesy of Clif Bar, maker of protein bars for on the go 
people. 
 

 



Clif Bar 
 

• bike parking and "loaner bikes" that can be used for local 
errands.  

 
• 40-foot bouldering wall and a fitness center with a yoga room, 

dance studio, two massage rooms, shower and locker room 
facilities and free access to five certified trainers and 
nutritionists. The gym offers 33 different fitness classes 
including rock climbing, yoga, boot camp and spin class, and 
every employee gets 2.5 hours of paid gym time per week. 

 
• Free coffee 

 
• A $350 stipend to help cover the entry costs for races, events 

and competitions 
 

• A dog-friendly office 
 

• Clif Base Camp, a "competitively priced" daycare center that 
has capacity for 64 children up to 5 years of age 

 
• Concierge services, including on-site car washing and detailing, 

haircuts, laundry and dry cleaning — to support a healthy work-
life balance. While not free, these services are convenient and 
efficient 

 
• Subsidized massage and chiropractic services on site 

 
• Alternative Transportation Rewards: Employees who commute 

on foot, by bike, on public transportation or in carpools can earn 
up to $960 a year in rewards. Employees earn points that can 
be redeemed for commuter checks, extra cash, Clif gear, 
massages and more. 

 
• Cool Commute Incentives, the nation’s first-ever biodiesel 

incentive program for employees, rewards employees for 



biking, walking, carpooling, taking public transit and driving a 
hybrid or bio-diesel vehicle. Employees can get a $6,500 tax 
incentive for purchasing biodiesel, and up to $500 for the 
purchase of a commuter bike so long as they commute by bike 
at least twice per month. 

 
• Cool Home Incentives: Employees can receive up to $1,000 per 

year to make eco-home improvements — like installing Energy 
Star appliances, insulation installation, solar installations or 
energy-efficient windows — that will reduce waste and the use 
of fossil fuels and increase the use of renewable energies. 

 
• Flexible schedule: Clif Bar teammates get eight paid holidays, 

plus a paid week off between December 25 and January 1. 
Employees start with 15 days of paid time off, and that 
increases to 20 days the second year and 25 days the fifth 
year.  

 
• The 9/80 Schedule, whereby employees can work 80 hours in 

nine days and then get every other Friday off. 
 

• Sabbatical: After seven years at Clif Bar, employees can enjoy 
a six- to eight-week sabbatical. 

 
• Kali's Kitchen: Founder Gary Erickson’s grandmother Kali 

inspired him to bake, and so Kali’s Kitchen works with regional 
farmers to source organic ingredients for affordable meals (a 
$6.50 price point is common). 

 
• Weekly breakfast meeting: Every week the company assembles 

for a company breakfast — bagels, fresh fruit, eggs, oatmeal, 
juice, bacon and sausage and more are served — and the team 
shares news and announcements and a consumer's "letter of 
the week." 

 
• Employee Stock Ownership Plan, funded entirely by 

contributions from the company with no required employee 
contribution. Employees are automatically enrolled and become 



100 percent vested after three years with the company or when 
they reach retirement age, whichever comes first. 

 
• Retirement: To help employees plan for retirement, the 

company adds financial literacy classes and a 401(K) savings 
plan with a dollar-for-dollar matching contribution for the first 5% 
of pay deferred. 

 
Make Sure Every Employee Reads 
and Signs For the Handbook! 
 

 
 
Policy 14:  Acknowledgement and 
Receipt Page 
 
Finally, don’t forget an Acknowledgement and Receipt page, 
to be signed by each employee and kept in the employee’s 
file. If there is ever a dispute, it is in your best interest that 
you can prove that the employee received and signed for a 



copy of the handbook.  Example: 
 
EMPLOYEE ACKNOWLEDGEMENT FORM 
 
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of the Company’s 
Employee Handbook.  I understand that it is my responsibility to read 
and comply with the policies contained in this handbook and any 
revisions made to it, and to seek clarification from my manager for 
any policy or provision that I do not understand. 
Please sign and date this receipt and return it to your manager. 
 
______________________            ___________ 
Employee’s Signature                           Date 
 
 
Final Comment on Policies – The 
Sands Are Ever Shifting 
 
Employment laws are frequently debated and often changed.  
The State of California, for example, has many employment 
laws that are above and beyond what other states provide.  
Other states have no state laws and only follow the minimum 
requirements of the Federal statutes.  Some cities have 
passed local laws regarding sick pay and minimum wages.  
Healthcare remains an area in flux.  So, be aware of state 
and local laws and ask for assistance as needed. 
 
________________________________________________ 
 
 
  



Have questions?  Contact me for answers on your employee 
policies or other HR challenges. 
 
Bill Gottlin 
Bill (at) AspireHRConsulting.com 
www.AspireHRConsulting.com 
Tel:  203-321-2175 
 
How We Work 
 
Outsourced HR Department 
For an affordable monthly fee, Aspire becomes your HR Department.  
We handle recruiting, training, policy development, mentoring, 
employee evaluations, compensation and benefits consulting. 
 
Stand-Alone Projects 
On a project basis, Aspire provides advice and guidance on HR 
concerns such as hiring, terminating and managing sensitive issues, 
a fully customized employee handbook, company policies, training 
seminar, project, or recruiting. 
 
Do-It-Yourself HR Publications 
For those who need quick and useful HR information, Aspire HR 
Consulting provides downloadable guides and templates so you can 
take action fast. 


