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To assist with this, you need an Employee 
Handbook which contains workplace rules, 
standards, and procedures.

These policies help the smooth day-to-day 
running of the organisation and let employees 
know what is expected of them, their rights 
and what happens when things go wrong.

In this definitive guide, we will equip you with 
everything you need to know about policies 
and procedures in the workplace. We will offer 
expert tips and highlight common pitfalls to 
reduce the risk of expensive Employment 
Tribunal claims.

All employers want a happy, 
motivated and effective 
workforce to ensure high 
productivity and a low  
staff turnover.

3



The definitive employer’s guide to
Employee Handbooks and Policies

4

Contents
In this definitive guide, you will learn:



1. Is it a legal requirement to have an Employee Handbook?

2. If it’s not a legal requirement, what’s the point?

3. How can I implement an Employee Handbook effectively?

4. What kind of policies and procedures should I include?

5. Why does an Employee Handbook need to be  
reviewed regularly?

6. How can I change an Employee Handbook?

7. Seven things to take away

5



The definitive employer’s guide to
Employee Handbooks and Policies

6

1. 
Is it a legal 
requirement to 
have an Employee 
Handbook?



The law does not impose an 
obligation on employers to 
have an Employee Handbook, 
but there are certain policies 
that must be provided to staff.

Health and safety
Under the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 
1974, all employers who have five or more 
employees must have a written health and 
safety policy.

Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures
The Acas Code of Practice on Disciplinary 
and Grievance Procedures clearly states that 
employers should have written Disciplinary 
and Grievance Policies.

Although it is not legally binding, the Code 
of Practice is referred to by Employment 
Tribunals. This means that if an employee 
submits a claim to an Employment Tribunal, 
the Tribunal will take into account whether the 
Code of Practice has been followed.

Remember employees’ Contracts  
of Employment
Contrary to popular belief, a Contract of 
Employment does not have to be in written 
form to be legally valid.

However, if you entered into a Contract of 
Employment verbally, you are still required to 
provide each employee with a ‘statement of 
written particulars of employment’. This must 
be provided by the start of the employee’s 
employment.

Warning
The rules in respect of the statement 
of particlars changed in April 2020, 
requiring slightly more information to be 
provided from day one of employment, 
rather than within two months, with this 
right being extended to workers as well 
as employees.

Warning
If the employee succeeds in their 
claim and it is found that the employer 
unreasonably failed to follow the Acas 
Code of Practice, the compensatory 
award may be increased by up to 25%!
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The statement must include the following 
information (although some of it can be 
provided after day one and in a different 
document):
• The employer’s name and address
• The employee’s details – name, job title, 

job description, start date (including 
continuous service), length of term if not 
permanent, probationary period 

• Salary, including payment intervals, e.g. 
weekly, monthly

• Notice periods
• Hours of work
• Holiday entitlements
• Details of any applicable collective 

agreements
• Terms and conditions relating to 

incapacity for work due to sickness or 
injury, including any provision for sick pay

• Terms and conditions relating to any other 
paid leave

• Terms and conditions relating to pensions 
and pension schemes

• Terms regarding any other benefit
• Details of training entitlement
• A note specifying any disciplinary rules or 

grievance procedures applicable to the 
worker

While there is now a requirement for the 
written statement to include information about 
sickness absence and sick pay, disciplinary 
and dismissal procedures and grievance 
procedures, it is possible for the statement 
to refer to a separate reasonably accessible 
document for detailed information regarding 
these, which ideally would be the Employee 
Handbook.

Warning
If the employer does not provide a 
written statement or doesn’t specify 
everything needed, you can face claims 
in an Employment Tribunal.
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2. 
If it’s not a legal 
requirement, what’s 
the point?
Although an Employee Handbook may not be a legal 
requirement, it is strongly advised for all employers to 
have workplace rules and policies in place.



Here are six key reasons why:

1. It sets out your expectations and the law
Having written policies and procedures gives 
you the chance to clearly communicate your 
expectations to employees, setting out the 
rules and standards for your workplace and 
what will occur if there are breaches.

For instance, a sickness absence 
management policy allows genuinely sick 
people to know how you will support them 
and malingerers that you can - and will- take 
disciplinary action.

Likewise, it can help employees understand 
the law. Since 2007, smoking is not permitted 
in any enclosed workplace or in any work 
vehicle that is used by more than one 
person. Laying this down in a policy makes 
employees aware of legal dos and don’ts and 
avoids them getting into trouble.

2. It gives your managers the tools to deal 
with difficult situations
Having pre-agreed rules means managers do 
not waste time deciding how to respond to a 
situation.

For example, if an employee wants to make 
a complaint, the manager can refer to the 
grievance procedure and follow the steps set 
out. Likewise, the employee will know what 
the process entails.

3. It ensures consistency and fairness
Having your managers follow the same policy 
or procedure prevents them from taking 
different steps in similar cases. Adopting one 
standard for everyone means that there is 
consistency in approach and less likelihood of 
claims of, for example, discrimination.

4. It improves staff productivity
When people are at work, you want them to 
work, therefore you may specify, for example, 
that employees with access to the internet 
should use that access in a responsible 
fashion and that excessive personal use 
during working hours will be treated as 
misconduct. If employees know they can face 
disciplinary action, it may act as a deterrent 
and increase their productivity.

Remember
For certain sectors, you may need to 
highlight key rules. If your business deals 
with food or drink, health and safety is 
very important. Therefore, you should 
lay down specific rules employees need 
to follow, e.g. always wear a hairnet while 
preparing food.
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5. It protects your organisation
This is particularly true when you think about 
social media. You should have a clear and 
robust social media policy, which sets out 
guidelines on what is and is not permitted 
both at work and at home. You should 
emphasise that any offensive, discriminatory 
or defamatory comments, images or 
videos about the company, their managers, 
colleagues, clients or service users will be 
subject to disciplinary procedures. This can 
help to prevent any behaviour that could 
cause significant reputational damage to your 
company.

6. It helps with claims
Employers often find themselves making 
costly procedural mistakes when disciplining 
or dismissing an employee for misconduct. 
They may have a fair reason for dismissal, 
but if they have not followed a fair procedure, 
this can render the whole process unfair. 
Having a clear, legally-compliant and well-
written procedure can reduce the likelihood 
of running into legal action and, if a claim 
is issued, give you a better chance of 
successfully defending it.
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3. 
How can I 
implement an 
Employee Handbook 
effectively?



Expert Tip
You should seek legal advice when 
drafting the provisions of policies.

Our Employment Law Advisers are best 
placed to draft the Employee Handbook 
for you. They can tailor it to suit your 
business and sector. Contact us for  
more information about what we can do 
for you.

Having an Employee 
Handbook in place is a great 
start, but you also need to 
ensure it is implemented 
successfully in your workplace.

Discuss it with employees
It is easier to get people on board if you 
discuss rules and policies with them  
directly or with employee representatives. 
Talking through what you are planning 
to introduce or change will help them 
understand the rationale behind the rules and 
give them the chance to raise their viewpoints 
and concerns.

Adapt according to your business culture
Make sure the rules you implement are 
effective for the size, nature, culture and 
values of your business or organisation.

Put it in writing
You should always take care when you are 
drafting your policies. Are you being too rigid 
and essentially shooting yourself in the foot? 
Or are you being far too flexible and risking the 
policy becoming vague and uncertain? 

Communicate the policies to staff
It is not enough to just have a specific policy 
or procedure; your employees need to know 
about it.

It is essential to make sure the Employee 
Handbook is easily accessible for all 
employees – give them printed copies, 
put important policies on notice boards 
in common areas, upload to the company 
intranet, etc.
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Have systems in place to support your policy
You need to have systems in place to support 
the policy. For example, if your IT policy bans 
gambling, social media or online shopping 
websites, you should have a filtering system in 
place to prevent employees accessing those 
sites.

Train your managers
Train your managers to make sure they 
understand how to implement these policies 
and procedures fairly and consistently. 
Review this training to ensure it is kept  
up-to-date.

Manage breaches
If you notice that a high percentage of 
employees are violating a particular policy, 
you may need to take action to resolve the 
issue. You may need to give specific training 
to ensure people know what is expected 
of them or send a memo around reminding 
employees of the rules.

Monitor
You should also make sure that your 
Employee Handbook is reviewed and 
updated if and when required. If your 
Employee Handbook is not of a contractual 
nature, it allows you to make changes to its 
contents without requiring the formal consent 
of its employees (we will go into this later on 
in the guide).

Expert Tip
• Provide the Employee Handbook 

as part of a new member of staff’s 
induction.

• Get employees to sign a receipt to 
show that they have read the policy. 
This way, they cannot argue that  
they were not aware of the rules and 
your expectations.

• If you have employees whose first 
language is not English, take steps to 
ensure they understand the policy. 
For example, you can get the policy 
translated into their native language 
or provide a thorough induction.

16
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4. 
What kind of 
policies and 
procedures should  
I include?



This is not an exhaustive 
list but gives you a flavour 
of the sort of rules you can 
implement in your workplace.

Attendance and timekeeping
You should clearly set out your expectations 
that all staff keep excellent attendance and 
timekeeping. If employees are persistently 
late for work or fail to turn up to work 
altogether, this could constitute misconduct 
and lead to disciplinary proceedings.

Sickness absence
The main aim of a sickness absence policy 
is to provide a clear framework for reporting, 
managing and recording sickness absences. 
It should clearly establish what employees 
need to do to inform their employer of their 
absence, trigger points for unacceptable 
levels of short and frequent sickness absence, 
and the procedure for dealing with prolonged 
sickness absence.

Performance
The purpose of this policy is to try and resolve 
any sub-standard work issues, identify any 
underlying causes of the poor performance, 
and give the employee an opportunity to 
improve and reach the desired standards.

Remember
Employers often get confused about 
where to draw the line between 
performance and conduct.

When we are talking about performance, 
these are the employees that can’t or are 
struggling to do something and should 
be dealt with through your performance/
capability procedures. When we are 
talking about conduct, we are talking 
about someone who can do it but won’t, 
and this should be dealt with through your 
disciplinary procedures.

Warning
A sickness management process runs 
separately and independently of  
any disciplinary or performance 
management process.

Remember
If you use punch cards, swipe cards 
or fobs in the workplace, you should 
also establish rules about their use, for 
example to use before and after their 
working day or shift, or when leaving 
their work station for lunch. You can also 
confirm that using another colleague’s 
card or fob is forbidden.
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Disciplinary
The disciplinary policy and procedure sets 
out expected standards of conduct for 
employees. It should set out the step-by-
step procedure for the disciplinary process, 
including disciplinary sanctions, examples of 
gross misconduct, and the appeal process.

Grievance
If an employee is unhappy about something, 
they should raise their problem with their 
line manager. Ensuring that there is a 
proper procedure for employees to raise 
concerns means that you can maintain good 
employment relationships, prevent small 
issues escalating to big problems and limit 
costly claims. Make sure your policy outlines 
how employees can raise a grievance and 
lays down the procedure of how you will deal 
with it.

Equal opportunities
It should include a statement that makes it 
clear that you are committed to ensuring that 
all of your employees and job applicants are 
protected from unlawful discrimination. You 
should state that all forms of discrimination 
laid down in the Equality Act 2010 will not 
be tolerated and clearly define bullying, 
harassment and victimisation.

Harassment
Harassment in the workplace must not be 
tolerated as it can have a damaging effect 
on victims and others who have witnessed 
the incident(s). Their health, confidence, 
morale and performance can all be impacted. 
Your policy should clearly state that it is a 
disciplinary offence and that employees 
should raise any cases of harassment through 
the grievance procedure.

Annual leave
You should have rules on how much notice an 
employee needs to give, how to submit leave 
requests, if there any limits on how much time 
off can be taken consecutively, if leave can 
be carried over to the next calendar year, and 
when you can limit or prevent an employee 
taking leave.

Internet and email
It may be essential due to the nature of your 
business to establish rules about security, 
confidential information, monitoring 
correspondence, and the misuse of company 
equipment. Even if it’s not essential, it is still 
prudent to set out rules on usage.

Remember
The nine protected characteristics listed 
in the Equality Act are age, disability, 
gender reassignment, marriage and civil 
partnership, pregnancy and maternity, 
race, religion or belief, sex, and sexual 
orientation.
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Expert Tip
What constitutes gross misconduct may 
vary from company to company.

You will need to think about specific 
rules for your sector or organisation, e.g. 
in some sectors, not wearing personal 
protective equipment (PPE) may be 
considered gross misconduct.

Our Employment Law Advisers 
understand sector-specific issues and 
can help you to draft bespoke policies to 
suit your business needs.
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Warning
It is unlawful to use a handheld mobile 
telephone when driving, therefore it is 
useful to make this clear in your policy. 
You should also reiterate to employees 
that if they fail to comply, they could 
end up facing disciplinary proceedings 
and repeated breaches could result in 
dismissal.



Telephones
Not only should there be rules about the use 
of company mobiles, you also need to think 
about when employees are using phones in 
vehicles and their personal phones  
during work.

Family friendly policies
This includes:
• Maternity leave
• Paternity leave
• Shared parental leave
• Adoption leave
• Parental leave
• Time off for dependants
• Flexible working

For maternity, paternity and adoption policies, 
you should lay down eligibility conditions, 
notice requirements, duration of leave, Keep 
In Touch days, pay, and rights when returning 
to work.

Bereavement
There is a statory right to parental 
bereavement leave in the event of the death of 
a child or stillbirth. You should have a policy to 
cover such situations and set out employees’ 
rights. In other cases, there are no specific 
statutory rights for workers to take leave for 
compassionate or bereavement reasons in the 
UK. There, employers can use their discretion 
when devising rules.

In your policy, you may decide to provide a 
stated number of days of paid or unpaid
periods of compassionate leave. Alternatively, 
you may provide different lengths of leave 
according to who has passed away, for 
example you may grant more time for the loss 
of a partner than a grandparent. You may also 
decide to grant additional leave depending on 
the facts of the individual case.

Dress code
Dress codes can be introduced because 
employers want customers to easily identify 
their staff, for health and safety reasons, or to 
ensure that their employees fit the company’s 
corporate image.

Health and safety
Your health and safety policy should lay 
down your duties as an employer, such as 
providing and maintaining safe equipment, 
giving adequate training to employees to 
enable them to competently do their job, 
and ensuring the safe handling and use of 
hazardous substances.

It should also establish the responsibilities 
of employees to co-operate with employers 
to ensure their own Health & Safety and 
that of their colleagues, contractors and 
any visitors to a work site. This involves 
following instructions, reporting accidents 
or malfunctioning equipment, and using 
protective clothing.

Warning
Although there is significant leeway, 
you should be mindful of the potential 
of discrimination. Employers can set 
different requirements for men and 
women, but they cannot treat one gender 
less favourably and may face claims of 
unlawful discrimination if they do. There 
are also potential issues with restricting 
the wearing of religious clothing.
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Smoking
You should make it clear that smoking is 
prohibited in the workplace and all staff need 
to follow and facilitate the implementation of 
the policy to comply with the law. You can also 
place restrictions on the use of e-cigarettes.

Whistleblowing
The law protects whistleblowers from their 
employers subjecting them to detriment or 
dismissing them because they have spoken 
up if they believe that something is wrong.

A whistleblowing policy provides an internal 
system for employees to report, investigate 
and rectify any wrongdoing.

Data protection
Under the Data Protection Act 2018 and 
UK GDPR, employers have certain duties 
when handling and processing employee 
information and client data. Data under the 
Act breaks down into two categories: ordinary 
personal data and special category personal 
data (AKA sensitive personal data), and 
employers need to take additional steps to 
process special category data.

Social media
A clear and robust social media policy is 
essential as an employee’s use of social 
media can pose risks to the company’s 
reputation and cause significant harm 
to team dynamics. You should clearly 
set out guidelines on what is and is not 
permitted both at work and at home and the 
consequences of any violation of the policy.

Anti-bribery
It is unlawful to offer, promise, receive or 
accept bribes, therefore a policy can protect 
your business. You can defend your business 
from allegations that you failed to prevent 
bribery from occurring by demonstrating that 
adequate procedures were in place and a 
policy is a good place to start.

Expert Tip
You should seek legal advice about 
drafting social media policies. 
Employment Tribunals have made it clear 
that the policy must be carefully worded 
for an employer to be able to rely on its 
provisions, especially outside work.
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Expert Tip
Our Health & Safety Consultants can 
draft a manual for you, tailored to your 
business needs.
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5. 
Why does 
an Employee 
Handbook need 
to be reviewed 
regularly?



There are numerous reasons 
why Employee Handbooks 
need to be constantly 
monitored and reviewed.

New legislation
New laws come into force, meaning 
employers need to take steps to ensure that 
they are legally compliant. For example, in 
2015, Shared Parental Leave was introduced, 
providing new parents with more flexible 
options when deciding who will take time 
off to care for the baby. The mother can end 
her maternity leave early and share up to 50 
weeks of the remaining leave entitlement 
with the father of the baby or her partner. 
This meant that employers had to think about 
creating a new policy that highlighted this 
right, explain how it works, what notice needs 
to be given and how much they are paid.

New judgments
Employment Appeal Tribunals and higher 
courts will also issue judgments, which can 
impact on the law. You need to ensure this is 
reflected in your policies.

Cultural changes
Society changes over time. With the 
phenomenal rise of technology, employers 
have to react and try to anticipate changes 
that affect their workforce. 20 years ago, 
Facebook, Instagram and TikTok weren’t 
even around, but now everyone seems to be 
addicted to the latest apps and websites. You 
need to make sure policies, such as social 
media and IT, are kept up to date and are fit for 
purpose.

Business changes
Your business may change too and you need 
to make sure that your policies reflect the 
changes that are taking place.
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6. 
How can I change 
an Employee 
Handbook?



The most significant benefit 
of the Employee Handbook 
not being contractual is that 
it allows employers to vary its 
contents without requiring 
the formal consent of its 
employees.

The second benefit of the handbook not 
being contractual is that if you violate a 
procedure or policy, it will not constitute a 
breach of contract.

Even if the handbook is not of a contractual 
nature, employees are still under an implied 
duty to follow lawful and reasonable orders 
and abide by the terms in the handbook.

Expert Tip
You should clearly state that the contents 
of the Employee Handbook do not form 
part of the terms of their Contract of 
Employment unless otherwise stated and 
that you may need to amend any policy 
or procedure to ensure that it remains 
relevant and consistent with the law and 
the needs of the business.

You should also state that you will notify 
them and provide them with an up-to-
date copy of the handbook when changes 
occur.

Warning
However, if you do violate a procedure in 
an Employee Handbook, an Employment 
Tribunal will see if you have followed your 
own internal procedures and look at the 
reasons why you have deviated from it.
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7. 
Seven things to 
take away



Here are seven things you 
should know about Employee 
Handbooks and HR policies:

1. All employers who have five or more 
employees must have a written Health & 
Safety Policy.

2. Seek legal advice when drafting 
Employee Handbooks/policies.

3. Policies need to be read by employees 
and applied fairly and consistently by 
managers.

4. You should provide the Employee 
Handbook as part of a new member of 
staff’s induction.

5. It is beneficial to have systems in place to 
support policies.

6. Make sure that all policies are monitored 
and updated when and if necessary in 
line with legislative developments and 
changes to the business.

7. In order to make it easier to change its 
contents, you should make it clear that the 
policies in the Employee Handbook do not 
form part of the employee’s Contract of 
Employment.

At WorkNest, our Employment Law Advisers 
and Health & Safety Consultants are on 
hand to help you understand your legal 
obligations and tackle issues with your 
employees. Contact us to see how we can 
help you.

 0345 226 8393

 worknest.com 

 enquiries@worknest.com
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