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What is an Employee Handbook?

An Employee Handbook is a written document that tells your employees:

· How you run your business

· What you may expect of them

· What they may expect from you

It is a chance for you to clearly inform each of your employees about your business policies and procedures.

Why have an Employee Handbook?

A clearly written Employee Handbook will reduce problems and conflicts, and save you time and money.

Benefits include having:

· A Professional Image  

Your employee Handbook shows others that you run your business in a professional manner and that you care for and value your employees.  This good image can help you in attracting qualified people to work for you.
· Consistent Communication 
When you give every employee the same information, you usually have fewer communication problems.  Your Employee Handbook will help you to reduce wrong information or not enough information being given to your employees.

· Fair Employment Treatment  

If everyone follows the guidelines in your Employee Handbook, all of your employees will be treated fairly and consistently.

· Greater Team Commitment 

Experience has shown that team commitment is greater when you write and review your proposed Employee Handbook with your key employees/supervisors.

· Improved Performance  

Having the policies for your business thought out saves you time and aggravation when a problem occurs.  Your time means money and it is better put to use in writing your Employee Handbook than answering a lot of questions and solving unnecessary problems.
Step 1

Ask yourself the following questions before you actually plan and write your Employee Handbook.

· Are you ready to make decisions about policies, procedures, and rules for your business?

Have you thought about:

· Performance bonuses and incentives for your employees?

· Rules of conduct while your employees are “on-the-job”?

· A consistent way to deal with discipline problems?

· How to answer your employees when they ask for time off?

· What is just cause for firing an employee?

· Other problems and issues that arise in your day-to-day dealings with your employees?

· Are you ready to treat all of your employees consistently, according to the policies and procedures you have decided upon?

· Are you willing to take the time to change and update your Employee Handbook as needed?

· Are you ready to sit down with your employees to discuss your Handbook with them and to use it to orient new employees?

Step  2

Decide who will be reading your Employee Handbook.

· casual employees, hired for a few days to help with the haying or other specific jobs?

· part-time employees, who work with you for several months or less than full-time hours per week?

· permanent, full-time employees, who may be with you for years?

· a mix of the two or three of the above groups - casual, part-time, and permanent?

Each type of employee (i.e., casual, part-time, and permanent) should have a Handbook directed to them, to address the policies and issues associated with their type of employment.  For example, a casual employee does not need to know your policies on company supplied housing, while your part-time or permanent employee might be very interested in this.

Step 3

Use Writing and Using your Employee Handbook for Agriculture and Horticulture as a guide.  This book gives you topics and examples of statements that you could use in your Employee Handbook for casual, part-time and permanent labor.  The guidelines should be treated as suggestions - you do not need to write a policy on housing if you do not provide housing.

Remember it is your Handbook, so you decide, with employee input, what you include
Step  4

You decide the vision for your business by writing down the goals and objectives you want to achieve.  It is recommended you ask for input from key employees/supervisors on how you will achieve these goals.

Writing Your Employee Handbook

Use the chart “Organizing Your Handbook” which can be found on pages 7-9 to check  in the far right column what topic you want to include in your Employee Handbook.

Meet with key employees/supervisors for their input on the topics you wish to include in your handbook.

Use clear, concise language in your handbook to help everyone understand and follow your regulations.

1. Use simple language

· Write in a clear and straightforward manner.

· If a chart would explain details better, then use one.

· A numbered list of duties is easier to read and clearer than long paragraphs of words.

Avoid a lot of words, or your employee may not take the time to read everything.

2.  Use positive words

· Try to make positive “do” rather than negative “don’t” statements.

3.  Give reasons for your rules
· When appropriate, explain why you have a rule or a policy.

For example, work clothes and steel-   toed boots may be required for safety  reasons, while you may wish your        employees wear company “T-shirts/    coveralls” to insure a particular business image you want to promote, and to provide quick recognition of anyone working for your business.

4. Write to your employee

· As you write your Employee Handbook, picture talking to your employee.  Your words will be like a conversation and it will make your writing easier to read.

If you can say it to someone, you can write it to them.

Legal Considerations

Your Employee Handbook can have legal implications for you as an employer.  Depending on the rules you use, it can be considered an implicit contract, so that you can be sued if you do not follow the policies you set down in the handbook.  There are several important legal issues that you, as an employer, should be aware of as you develop your Employee Handbook.

· First, the employee Handbook should not appear as a contract, defining the terms of employment at any time

If it does appear as a contract, you could be bound by its terms and conditions in a court of law.  One way to guard against this difficulty is to use may instead of will.  For example, “will result in dismissal”, instead use “may result in dismissal.”

Give yourself room to maneuver in your policies.

Instead of words like “never”, “required”, “must”, “mandatory”, “cannot”, and “in no instance”, use words such as “usually”, “may”, “most likely.”  Use firm words in any statement about which you feel strongly.  For example, “We will not tolerate violation of safety rules.”

· Secondly, using the phrase “employment-at-will” statement in your Employee Handbook it may save you legal trouble later on

The employment-at-will doctrine states that either employer or the employee can terminate employment at any time.  The opposite of this would be that the employee can only be discharged if there is just cause or if a specific discipline procedure is followed.

For example:
Your employment with Smith’s Roadside Market is entered into voluntarily and you are free to resign at any time.  Similarly, because an at-will relationship exists, your employment can be terminated at any time for any reason.

· State clearly how long your employee’s trial period will last
It may be necessary to show “cause” if you dismiss an employee after his or her probationary period.

· Be careful of discrimination
Discrimination on any of the following is illegal: 

race


sex


color


ancestry

citizenship


age

place of origin

family status

ethnic origin

handicap

sexual orientation

marital status
creed (religion)
	Review Sheet for --

The Steps in Writing Your Employee Handbook

	Check of each step as you complete it. 

	Step #1                      
Check off the topics you want to include in your Employee Handbook.  Use the chart provided, Organizing Your Handbook.
	Step #2                     
Meet with key employees/

supervisors for their input on the topics covered.


	Step #3                      
Write the first draft of your handbook.

Use clear, concise language.

	Step #4                      
A.  Set your first draft aside        for a few days.  When              you read it again, check           for points that you may            have left out.

B.  Review your first draft            with key employees and           supervisors.

    
	Step #5                     
Have your lawyer review the legal points in your draft.
	Step #6                      

Review and retype your first draft.

	Step #7                      
A.  Create a cover sheet.
      Keep it simple, using your business logo if you have one.

B.  Make a Table of                    Contents for your            handbook.  This makes it much easier for your                employees to look up               specific information.
	Step #8                     
Review the revised handbook with key employees and/or supervisors.

Check for errors.
	Step #9                     
Print final copy.

Give each employee a copy.  Their copy should be returned when they are no longer working for you.


Worksheet for Organizing Your Handbook
	
	For each group of workers, use these columns to think about the topics you want in your handbook
	Tick the topics you finally decide to put in your handbook

	Topics to Include
	Casual Employee
	Part-time Employee
	Permanent Employee
	Your Business

	1.  Welcome
	
	
	
	

	2.  Brief History
	
	
	
	

	3.  Mission Statement
	
	
	
	

	4.  Business Policies
	
	
	
	

	     4.1  General Policy Statement
	
	
	
	

	     4.2  Organizational Structure
	
	
	
	

	     4.3  Employee Concerns/Suggestions --

            “Open Door” Policy
	
	
	
	

	     4.4  Equal Opportunity Employment
	
	
	
	

	     4.5  Attitude
	
	
	
	

	     4.6  Harassment at the Workplace
	
	
	
	

	     4.7  Alcohol and Substance Abuse
	
	
	
	

	     4.8  Smoking
	
	
	
	

	     4.9   Dress Code  
	
	
	
	

	     4.10 Personal Phone Calls
	
	
	
	

	     4.11 Parking Your Vehicle  
	
	
	
	

	     4.12 Getting to Work
	
	
	
	

	     4.13 Paying Mileage
	
	
	
	

	4.14 Company Tool/Equipment

             and Vehicles
	
	
	
	

	     4.15 Safety at the Workplace
	
	
	
	

	     4.16 Handling Visitors and Customers
	
	
	
	

	5.  Employee Orientation and Training
	
	
	
	

	     5.1   Orientation
	
	
	
	

	     5.2   Training and Continuing Education
	
	
	
	

	6.  Employee Work Policies
	
	
	
	

	     6.1   Definitions of Employee Groups
	
	
	
	

	     6.2   Job Descriptions
	
	
	
	

	     6.3   Hours of Work
	
	
	
	

	     6.4   Overtime
	
	
	
	

	     6.5   Attendance/Lateness
	
	
	
	

	     6.6   Working in Poor Weather
	
	
	
	

	     6.7   Vacations
	
	
	
	

	     6.8   Statutory Holidays
	
	
	
	

	     6.9   Employment of Relatives
	
	
	
	

	     6.10 Probation Period of Employment
	
	
	
	

	7.  Employment Pay Information
	
	
	
	

	     7.1   Recording Your Hours
	
	
	
	

	     7.2   Pay Due
	
	
	
	

	     7.3   Pay Cheque
	
	
	
	

	     7.4   Pay for Performance/Piece Rates
	
	
	
	

	     7.5 Cash Advances
	
	
	
	

	     7.6 Pay Grids
	
	
	
	

	8.  Leave of Absence
	
	
	
	

	     8.1   Unpaid Leave of Absence
	
	
	
	

	     8.2   Maternal/Paternal Leave of Absence
	
	
	
	

	     8.3   Sick Leave
	
	
	
	

	     8.4   Leave for Jury Duty
	
	
	
	

	     8.5   Leave for Funerals
	
	
	
	

	     8.6   Leave for Special Events
	
	
	
	

	     8.7   Leave for Religious Events
	
	
	
	

	     8.8   Time off for Voting
	
	
	
	

	9.  Employee Discipline, Dismissal and                   Conflicts
	
	
	
	

	     9.1   Discipline
	
	
	
	

	     9.2   Dismissal
	
	
	
	

	     9.3   Resolving Conflicts
	
	
	
	

	10.  Employee Job Performance
	
	
	
	

	     10.1 Performance Review
	
	
	
	

	     10.2 Bonuses
	
	
	
	

	     10.3 Raises - Promotions
	
	
	
	

	11.  Employee Benefits
	
	
	
	

	     11.1 Health Benefit
	
	
	
	

	     11.2 Workers’ Compensation Insurance
	
	
	
	

	     11.3 Termination Benefit
	
	
	
	

	     11.4 Housing Benefit
	
	
	
	

	     11.5 Discounted Purchases or “Freebies”
	
	
	
	


Exercise
Putting Together an Employee Handbook
Develop 10 to 15 policies for your Farm’ Employee Handbook.

�Writing & Using Your Employee Handbook for Agriculture & Horticulture / Ontario Ag. Human Resource Committee, c1996.
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