
Employee Handbooks 
Most employment relations experts agree that employee handbooks are an essential part, if not the foundation, of 
effective human resources (HR) management and positive employee relations. Handbooks can also play a critical role in 
demonstrating employment law compliance. It is essential that your employee handbook is comprehensive, up-to-date, 
compliant, easily understandable, and readily available to all employees. It may be wise to implement a handbook 
acknowledgment form for all new employees and whenever updates are made. 

Topics to include in your employee handbook  

1. Introduces employees to your culture, mission, and values 
Perhaps the most important aspect of your employee handbook is the introduction of new employees to your 
corporate culture and how they will fit in. This helps to foster a sense of pride and belonging, which studies show will 
help employees become more productive in a shorter period of time. The introduction section sets the standard for 
the employment relationship in general and provides a guidepost for the remaining policies communicated in the 
handbook. 

2. Communicates expectations to employees 
A well-written handbook provides employees with a clear understanding of their responsibilities. The handbook serves 
as a compass for the organization’s policies and procedures. It tells employees whom to go to if they have questions 
regarding specific policies. The handbook also communicates an employee’s general responsibilities regarding safety, 
timekeeping and reporting. By providing clear, accessible information, handbooks ensure companies continue moving 
in the right direction. 

3. Educates employees about what they can expect from management and leadership 
An employee handbook provides objectives and leadership styles, as well as management best practices, to foster 
healthy management-employee relationships. It also outlines logistics, such as timekeeping requirements, hours of 
work and pay periods. Further, a complete employee handbook advises employees of their various entitlements to 
federal and state leaves, such as the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) or Jury Service Leave. These clearly 
communicated policies help to eliminate confusion and inconsistencies that result when handbooks are silent on these 
topics. 

4. Helps ensure key company policies are clearly and consistently communicated 
No policy is effective if it’s practiced inconsistently. A handbook will accurately communicate your organization’s 
policies regarding employment, conduct and behavior, compensation and other policies and procedures you follow. 
Most importantly, managers can refer to the handbook when answering questions or making decisions regarding your 
policies and ensure their answers and actions are consistent with your policies and best practices. 

5. Showcases the benefits you offer 
Does your organization offer vacations, 401(k), health insurance, paid parental leave or other benefits to employees? 
Make sure they know about these benefits and the eligibility requirements by communicating them in the handbook. 
A robust benefits package can help you retain your best and brightest employees, so be sure they know about your 
full suite of offerings by communicating these in the handbook. 

6. Ensures compliance with federal and state laws 
No matter what state you do business in, or how many employees you have, you will be subject to state and federal 
employment laws. Your handbook not only communicates these various entitlements and obligations to employees 
but is useful in demonstrating that your organization strives to be compliant with these regulations.  
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7. Advises employees where to turn for help 

Ultimately, you want employees to feel comfortable turning to a trusted member of management for help when they 
want to report workplace violations, obtain workplace-related assistance and get answers to any other questions they 
may have. The alternative is for them to turn to an outside third party, like the EEOC or DOL, which could trigger a 
costly and time-consuming investigation. When a handbook not only outlines one or two management individuals for 
an employee to turn to in these situations, but also designates another individual to turn to in the event the employee 
disagrees with the first decision, they are more likely to keep their complaints in-house, and this is a good thing for 
employers. 

8. Helps defend against employee claims 
Unfortunately, employers should consider it a matter of when, and not if, they will face a lawsuit or similar challenge 
from a current or former employee. When this happens, one of the most useful documents you can provide your 
attorney or third-party investigator will be a copy of your handbook. A thorough and compliant employee handbook 
will help to show that the organization exercised “reasonable care” towards its employees. 

The employee’s signed acknowledgement page will show that the employee had an opportunity to familiarize 
themselves with the organization’s policies, a chance to ask related questions, knew whom they could turn to for help 
within the organization, and that they agreed to follow the terms and conditions of employment set forth by the 
organization. 

9. Legal Ramifications 
$160,000 is the average cost for employee lawsuit cases that resulted in a defense and settlement 
payment. 

 
Example 1  
Laws and regulations are still evolving regarding employment rights of those in the LGBT community. More than 20 states 
and many municipalities recently expanded their anti-discrimination protections to include transgender individuals. 
Moreover, the EEOC has asserted that gender identity is included within Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. And in 
2015, an eye clinic in Lakeland, Fla., agreed to pay $150,000 to resolve a federal lawsuit alleging sex discrimination against 
a transgender individual who was fired.  

Given the controversy and emotion that these issues generate, some employers use their handbooks to express their 
intention to treat all employees equally and fairly, regardless of their marital status, sexual orientation or sexual identity. 
Such a statement can be added to an existing provision declaring that the organization does not discriminate unlawfully 
on the basis of race, religion, color, national origin, age, disability, political affiliation and the like. It’s worth the effort to be 
sensitive in these areas.  

Example 2 
New York City’s paid sick leave law went into effect in 2014. It guarantees that most employees who work more than 80 
hours a year receive up to 40 hours of paid sick leave. As paid sick leave laws continue popping up across the country 
(close to 40 states, cities, and counties have now implemented a paid sick leave law of some type), NYC serves as an 
expensive reminder that businesses need to be aware of what’s required—and put compliant policies in place immediately. 
New York City’s Department of Consumer Affairs was reportedly handling more than one complaint a day about paid sick 
leave law violations during late 2017 
Costly restitutions stretched across industries. Consider these companies’ settlements: 

• Veniero’s Italian Bakery: 
o Ordered to pay 49 employees $36,500 in 

restitution 
o Fined an additional $5,000 in penalties to 

the city 
• Healthier Imaging & Lab Inc., a health services 

company: 
o Ordered to pay 35 employees $17,500 in 

restitution 
o Fined an additional $5,000 in penalties 

• Pick A Bagel: 
o Ordered to pay 26 

employees $13,000 in restitution 
o Fined an additional $4,000 in penalties 

• Orthopedic Specialists of Greater New York 
P.C.: 

o Ordered to pay 9 employees $4,908 in 
restitution 

o Fined an additional $592 in penalties 


