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Leveraging Employee 
Handbooks to Support 
DEIB in the Workplace

Building an organization that truly values diversity, 
equity, inclusion and belonging (DEIB) is no 
small feat. While totally worth it, the task requires 
discipline—the discipline to look through the 
DEIB lens at nearly every decision the organization 
makes, including how it creates and uses its 
employee handbook.  

With the right approach, the employee handbook 
can help employers advance and support their 
DEIB efforts, demonstrate commitment to DEIB, 
and foster trust with employees. Because the 
handbook is shared with all employees and 
reflects the organization’s mission and values, it 
is the ideal place to highlight the organization’s 
transparent efforts to build a more diverse, 
equitable and inclusive workplace.
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When drafting handbook policies or making revisions, 
consider these steps to ensure the policies reflect and 
support the organization’s DEIB efforts:

Ask Employees for Input
Handbooks often are written in a vacuum. HR sits down, 
drafts policies, and has the handbook reviewed by an 
attorney and/or upper management, and then distrib-
utes the handbook to all employees. One step that can 
be added that will make a DEIB impact is to get input 
from employees on the policies. Welcoming different 
viewpoints may empower employees to provide their 
thoughts without fear of judgment, leading to a more 
psychologically safe environment and a more diverse 
perspective.

If the organization has employee resource groups 
(ERGs), select the appropriate groups to ask for feedback 
on the policies and any changes they would like to see. 
Their input will help the organization better support its 
employees overall. If the organization does not have 
ERGs, bring together a diverse group of employees to 
ask for their input. For an ad hoc group, remember to 
make employee participation voluntary and not to add 
too much to participants’ workloads. And, of course, 
recognizing their contributions will be important.

Approaching employees for feedback on the entire 
handbook may be too big of an ask, so select specific 
policies that would benefit the most from employee 
input. Some policies are leadership or compliance driven 
and will not need employee input (e.g., confidentiality, 
discipline, overtime, etc.) but getting employees’ 
thoughts on other policies, like attendance, dress codes 
and holidays, could help the organization be more 
responsive to employee needs. Another option is to 
survey employees to obtain feedback on specific policies 
or on the organization’s DEIB efforts and culture more 
generally. 

One important caveat is that if the organization is going 
to ask for input, it must act on the input or explain why it 
is not taking action. For example, an ERG may ask for an 

additional paid holiday to commemorate a historically 
underrepresented group. If the organization is willing 
to recognize the day, but not make it a company-wide 
holiday, it may choose instead to offer floating holidays 
so that employees can take time off to celebrate the 
individual holidays of their choice. The organization 
needs to explain why it made this decision even though 
it may be a hard conversation. Failing to explain will 
erode trust.

Speak to DEIB’s Importance in 
the Handbook
An organization can show the value it places on DEIB by 
including a statement that speaks to it at the beginning 
of the handbook. Often signed by leadership, the 
statement should demonstrate how the organization is 
committed and what steps it is taking to meet the needs 
of all employees. 

In addition, there are certain policies that can clearly 
demonstrate an organization’s support for its diverse 
populations, such as an anti-discrimination policy, 
anti-harassment policy, standards of conduct policy, 
as well as other thoughtfully written policies concerning 
benefits, leave, accommodations, dress code, holidays 
and holiday practices–to list a few examples.  

An organization can also highlight the importance of 
DEIB initiatives in the graphics it uses in the handbook. 
Many handbooks have pictures – whether stock photos 
or photos of actual employees – included on the cover 
or throughout.  If the handbook has pictures, include 
photos that represent individuals from a wide variety of 
national origins, races, genders, abilities and age groups. 

Often signed by leadership, the 
statement should demonstrate how 

the organization is committed and 
what steps it is taking to meet the 

needs of all employees
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Grab the Low Hanging 
Language Fruit
Handbooks have the potential to be inclusive with just 
a few language changes. Here are some of the easiest 
changes that will demonstrate the organization’s 
inclusiveness:

• Singular they. “They” is the most inclusive pronoun 
and should be used in place of “he or she” so that 
the handbook is gender neutral and speaks to a 
diverse audience. Though singular “they/their/them” 
may not yet be considered grammatically correct in 
formal writing, many readers will not even notice, and 
instead will see it as a reflection of the organization’s 
inclusiveness.

• Family leave not maternity leave. When discussing 
leave, be mindful of gender issues.  Describe leave for 
the birth, adoption or placement of a child as “family 
leave” rather than “maternity” or “paternity leave.” 
This language encompasses all kinds of families, not 
just heteronormative ones.  

• Birthing parent. Use “birthing parent” to describe a 
parent who is physically giving birth to a child instead 
of “mother.” For many lesbian families, both women 
will be mothers. Describe the varying levels of benefits 
accordingly, too. Birthing parents will be eligible 
for short-term disability (STD) given the medical 
complications of giving birth, while non-birthing and 
adoptive parents will not be eligible for STD but can 
still take unpaid leave (or paid leave depending on the 
organization and the jurisdiction where the employee 
works).  

• Dress codes. In today’s world, there is almost no 
reason a policy should say “women must wear 
pantyhose” or “religious symbols should be avoided”. 
Dress codes continue to draw the ire of the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) as 
sources of gender and religious discrimination. To 
avoid this, create a handbook with a DEIB focus that 

describes the dress code without any mention of 
gender or religion. Even where safety is the main 
concern, gendered language can be easily rephrased: 
“Women should remove dangly earrings prior to 
entering the manufacturing floor” can be changed to 
“Employees should remove dangly earrings prior to 
entering the manufacturing floor.”  

• Accommodate, accommodate. Organizations may 
be required based on federal, state and/or local law 
to accommodate employees for their (1) physical or 
mental disabilities, (2) religion, and (3) pregnancy-
related conditions and/or nursing. In addition to 
compliance, including accommodation policies in 
the handbook demonstrates and communicates 
an organization’s inclusive culture and shows that 
employees requesting accommodations will be 
embraced and supported. Employees may be anxious 
about asking for an accommodation and may turn to 
the handbook before talking to their manager or HR. 
Having an accommodation policy in place may allay 
some fears, boost morale and show the organization’s 
commitment to inclusion. 

Give Details on Process and 
Next Steps
Employee handbooks lay out expectations for both 
employees and the organization. When an employee 
does not meet expectations or when the organization falls 
short, the handbook should describe the process and next 
steps. These details will help develop trust with employees 
– a cornerstone of effective DEIB-focused organizations.

Employees may be anxious about 
asking for an accommodation and 
may turn to the handbook before 

talking to their manager or HR
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For example, the handbook’s harassment policy should 
describe what happens if an employee experiences 
or witnesses what they believe is harassment. Include 
process language, such as:

If you experience or witness what you believe 
is harassment, please talk to any manager or 
Human Resources. The Company will follow up 
on your concern by investigating, talking with 
others, reviewing information, and explaining the 
processes and next steps.

Providing some detail on the process and what to expect 
will be reassuring to an employee who would otherwise 
be hesitant to report conduct that may violate company 
policy.

Another example is the process for leaves. Explain how 
employees may request leave and how the approval 
process works so that employees are aware of how the 
organization supports leave requests.   

An employee who needs intermittent family and 
medical leave to care for an immediate family 
member should contact HR. HR will provide forms 
for the family member’s healthcare professionals 
to complete. Once those forms are completed and 
leave is approved, HR will designate the leave and 
explain the procedures for using the intermittent 
leave, including scheduling leave. Managers will also 
be involved and will often meet with employees and 
HR together to go through expectations.

Employees often worry that reporting concerns or asking 
for leave (even when they are entitled to leave) could 
jeopardize their job. When the handbook is transparent 
about these processes, it shows that an organization 
respects an individual’s needs, including caregiving needs. 
It also reinforces trust between employer and employee, 
and trust is a critical component of building a successful 
DEIB program.  

Follow the Handbook
Trust is built and reinforced when the employer follows 
the procedures described in the handbook. For instance, 
when the handbook states, “the Company takes all 
concerns about harassment seriously and will conduct an 
investigation whenever a concern is brought forward,” 
that’s exactly what the company should do. Not doing it 
will shatter trust. While it may seem like employees do not 
actually read the handbook, it is often the case that when 
the issue is important to them, they have read it and are 
watching what the organization will do. Failure to meet 
their expectations will harm the organization.

 Ensuring that the handbook thoughtfully reflects the 
organization’s DEIB efforts will underscore the employer’s 
values and best practices and foster trust and equity 
throughout the organization. 

When the handbook is transparent 
about these processes, it shows 
that an organization respects 
an individual’s needs, including 
caregiving needs
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Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Belonging - What do they mean? 
Diversity refers to the existence of different 
characteristics that make individuals unique in a group 
of people. Diversity includes differences in:

• Race;

• Gender;

• Ethnicity;

• Nationality;

• Religion;

• Sexual orientation;

• Gender identity or expression;

• Age;

• Disability;

• Veteran status;

• Socioeconomic status; and

• Other employee characteristics.

Equity refers to the results achieved when all members 
of a diverse population of employees have equal 
opportunities and support to succeed and grow. Equity 
is not the same as equality. In essence, equity levels the 
playing field by providing equal opportunities and fair 
representation for everyone while acknowledging that 
each individual has different needs and experiences.

Workplace equality means treating everyone in the 
workforce the same. However, not every employee 
enters an organization at the same starting point, so it 
may result in an unfair work environment if equity  
is lacking.

Inclusion focuses on whether the employer has a 
workplace culture in which diverse employees feel 
integrated, instead of isolated. An employer can have a 
diverse workplace without having an inclusive culture. 
In an inclusive workplace culture:

• It is clear the employer values diversity;

• All employees feel included and have an equal 
opportunity for success; and

• All employees feel comfortable, welcomed, valued 
and understood.

A truly inclusive culture enables all employees to have 
the opportunity to participate and thrive.

Belonging focuses on whether employees feel like part 
of a community at work and sense they are accepted 
and can be themselves. Getting diverse applicants 
in the door is only one step in the process. A diverse 
workforce does not guarantee that everyone feels  
a sense of belonging.

Ready to discover Aptifore?
Learn more about how Aptifore can save you and your 
business time, costs, and valuable resources now.

Book a Demo

http://www.aptifore.ai/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0919-Aptifore_EH_DEIB|&sfid=7014G000001uU5LQAU
http://www.aptifore.ai/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0919-Aptifore_EH_DEIB|&sfid=7014G000001uU5LQAU
https://www.xperthr.com/best-practice-manual/improving-diversity-equity-and-inclusion-in-the-workplace/262/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0919-Aptifore_EH_DEIB|&sfid=7014G000001uU5LQAU#equity
https://www.xperthr.com/best-practice-manual/improving-diversity-equity-and-inclusion-in-the-workplace/262/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0919-Aptifore_EH_DEIB|&sfid=7014G000001uU5LQAU#key-inclusion-issues
https://www.aptifore.com/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0919-Aptifore_EH_DEIB|&sfid=7014G000001uU5LQAU

