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6 Items to Include in Your 
Employee Handbook and 
3 to Avoid

Many employers use an employee handbook to communicate 
company policies and to promote fairness and consistency 
in the workplace. Employers can leverage the employee 
handbook to showcase all of the benefits they offer and to 
promote the company’s values. Overall, employee handbooks 
are a key resource that can protect the organization, its assets 
and its people.  

During onboarding, the employee handbook is typically one of 
the first company documents an employee reads. The problem 
is not every employer gets their employee handbook right. 
They may be missing key policies that are fundamental to any 
handbook. Or, they may be including policies that are outdated 
or have language that is in violation of a current law (for 
example, a leave policy that allows sick leave only for specific 
reasons that are not in line with current law, or a PTO policy 
with outdated carryover or payout provisions). Employers may 
also be insensitive to or unaware of the types of information 
or language to avoid (e.g., non-inclusive language).  If the 
handbook’s messaging is negative or antiquated, employers 
should not be surprised if it impacts employee retention, 
engagement or morale.

To help combat this problem, below are highlights of what to 
include in your employee handbook and what to avoid.

Author: XpertHR Editorial Team

http://www.aptifore.ai/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0817-Aptifore_6_Items_to_Include_3_to_Avoid|&sfid=7014G000001uScX
http://www.aptifore.ai/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0817-Aptifore_6_Items_to_Include_3_to_Avoid|&sfid=7014G000001uScX
https://www.xperthr.com/quick-reference/inclusive-language-at-work-what-to-use-and-what-to-avoid/50658/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0817-Aptifore_6_Items_to_Include_3_to_Avoid|&sfid=7014G000001uScX
https://www.xperthr.com/authors/xperthr-editorial-team/33553/?cmpid=EMP|USAG|HUAPM-2022-0817-Aptifore_6_Items_to_Include_3_to_Avoid|&sfid=7014G000001uScX


6 Items to Include in Your Employee 
Handbook and 3 to Avoid

3www.aptifore.ai

What to Include
1. Employment At-Will Language
An employee handbook should include an at-will policy 
that makes clear that the employment relationship is 
at-will, meaning that it can be terminated by either the 
employer or by the employee at any time and for any 
reason, unless there is a written agreement or a law 
saying otherwise (e.g., a law prohibiting discrimination 
on the basis of race, gender, etc.). The employment 
relationship is presumed to be at-will in all states except 
Montana.  

Creating a clearly written at-will policy that expressly says 
that any modification to the at-will status may only be 
made in writing by a specific company representative 
(e.g., the CEO) may provide you with a valuable defense 
in response to employees' breach of contract claims. 

To convey its importance, consider bolding the at-
will language and placing it on the first page in your 
handbook. Also, avoid statements in the handbook that 
are inconsistent with at-will status, such as references to 
permanent positions or statements that employees will 
be rewarded with job security for good performances  
or loyalty.  

2. Acknowledgment Form
You can have the most on-point, well written, legally 
compliant handbook but, if no one reads it, or if you 
can’t show you provided it to your employees, it means 
nothing. 

Typically, employees receive the employee handbook 
during the onboarding process, while they are already 
being inundated with various forms to sign and while 
receiving training.  Some employees devour every word 
as if they were expecting to be tested on the handbook’s 
contents, some scan the handbook for key provisions 
only taking note of what is important to them, and some 
don’t read it at all.  

Having all employees sign a written acknowledgment 
that they received, read and understand the handbook 
serves a couple purposes.  First, it sends a signal 
to the employee that the handbook’s contents are 
something that your organization takes seriously. 
Second, an acknowledgement will come in handy when 
an employer needs to enforce any of the handbook 
provisions.  An employee facing a violation will have a 
hard time claiming to be unaware of the policy or the 
consequences for having violated it.  Be aware that some 
state and local laws require an acknowledgement of 
specific policies.

Since employee handbooks are always evolving, whether 
due to changes in the legal landscape or changes in 
corporate procedures, it is a good practice to also require 
all employees to review any additions or changes to the 
handbook and provide a signed acknowledgment that 
they have done so. 

Retain signed acknowledgements in the employee’s 
file for easy retrieval. Be sure to follow any specific 
recordkeeping requirements that apply to electronic 
signatures.

3. Policies That Are Required by Law
Employee handbooks are not legally required, so you 
generally have flexibility in determining what to include 
in your handbook. However, there are certain laws 
that require the inclusion of a policy in an employee 
handbook if the employer has one. For instance, 
employers covered under Maryland’s Reasonable 
Accommodations for Disabilities Due to Pregnancy Act 
must include a section in any employee handbook 
concerning an employee's right to reasonable 
accommodations and leave for a pregnancy-related 
disability. 

Some laws even go so far as to require that specific 
language be included in a handbook policy. There may 
even be time-sensitive distribution requirements. Not 
including this language or timely notifying employees 
of their rights under these laws is a compliance risk to 
avoid.  To prevent any missteps here, be on the lookout 
for these provisions when tracking legal developments. 
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4. Equal Employment Opportunity and 
Harassment Policies
Including policies that demonstrate your commitment 
to providing equal opportunity employment (EEO) and 
prohibiting unlawful discrimination and harassment 
will go a long way toward fostering a positive working 
environment and increasing employee engagement and 
morale. This will also help improve your organization’s 
brand and reputation, which in turn may help attract a 
more qualified applicant pool and improve employee 
retention. 

When drafting your EEO, discrimination and harassment 
policies, be sure to account for any protected 
characteristics based on an individual’s membership in a 
certain group that are covered under federal, state or local 
laws. You may want to consider including characteristics 
that go beyond the law, as this will demonstrate that 
you foster a tolerant and diverse workforce. Also include 
the types of discriminatory and harassing behaviors or 
conduct that are prohibited in the workplace. Provide just 
enough examples to paint a complete picture of what is 
not acceptable behavior. Use respectful terminology in 
these policies and throughout the handbook, and in all 
company communications.

Don’t forget to include a description of the procedure 
that is available for complaints of discrimination and 
harassment. The handbook only needs to describe the 
procedure one time if it is clear that it applies to both 
harassment and discrimination complaints.

You want to create an atmosphere of open 
communication and trust so that employees can voice 

their discrimination and harassment concerns without 
fear of retaliation.  An employee may not refer to these 
handbook policies unless they feel that they are a victim of 
harassment or discrimination or when they witness such 
behavior against others.  If the handbook is clear about 
the employer’s commitment to respond to such behaviors 
and that it takes complaints seriously, employees are 
more likely to come forward and give managers and 
supervisors an opportunity to investigate inappropriate 
conduct. Employees will then have comfort in knowing 
that the employer is committed to a harassment-free and 
discrimination-free workplace.  This will help prevent a 
reduction in productivity and employee turnover. 

5. PTO Policies With Final Wage Information 
There are a number of final wage payment laws that 
require an employer to pay employees earned but 
unused vacation or paid time off (PTO) upon termination 
of employment. PTO policies must comply with the 
final wage payment laws of all of the states in which the 
employer does business. If your PTO policy does not 
comply with a state’s final wage payment laws requiring 
payment of PTO upon separation, then you may be 
exposed to litigation by a former employee who did not 
receive their accrued unused PTO.  If you operate or have 
employees working in one of these states, you need to 
check your PTO policy to make sure that it includes this 
payment upon termination language and confirm it does 
not run afoul of these laws. 

6. Policies That Promote the Organization’s 
Culture 
Failing to include messaging regarding the organization’s 
culture in the employee handbook is a missed opportunity 
to build the employer’s brand and a supportive work 
environment. Workers evaluate an organization’s core 
values, culture and ethics as they consider whether to join, 
remain or separate. They want to know if the company’s 
culture matches their own core values when determining 
whether the organization is a good fit for them. 

You may want to consider 
including characteristics that 
go beyond the law, as this will 
demonstrate that you foster a 
tolerant and diverse workforce.
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The employee handbook should use language and a 
tone that helps build a bond between employees and the 
company. Prominently place statements regarding the 
organization’s culture and values in the beginning of the 
handbook so that employees understand the company 
culture from the outset. 

This is also a spot to address the organization’s 
commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) efforts. 
There are benefits to highlighting that you prioritize 
DEI in the workplace. For instance, it will help enhance 
employee morale and retention by promoting a tolerant 
and inclusive work environment and fostering a workplace 
culture of mutual respect and understanding. 

Overall, employees who feel they share their employer’s 
values are likely to be more loyal, productive and 
compliant with the organization’s policies and procedures. 

What to Avoid
1. Legalese
Keep in mind who is the intended audience of the 
employee handbook.  You are not going to impress an 
employee by having overly complicated policies riddled 
with legal words.  Overly complicated handbooks may 
have the unintended effect of discouraging employees 
from reading them. Also, using legalese may cause 
confusion for both employees and HR, which will make 
enforcing the policies that much more difficult. You want 
to avoid multiple interpretations and misinterpretations of 
policies. 

Avoid legal terminology and HR jargon in favor of everyday 
language. Consider writing policies in a more casual and/
or conversational tone, which will humanize supervisors 
and managers, making them more approachable.  

However, use caution when stripping out language.  You 
don’t want to overly simplify policies either.  Certain words 
and phrases matter, particularly with any compliance-
based policies.  So, before you whip out that red pen think 
to yourself, Do I need to include this? 

2. Using Templates From Internet Searches
Drafting and updating handbooks is no easy task.  In fact, 
it could be quite laborious.  However, cutting corners by 
performing basic internet searches for free templates is 
risky. While that may save money up front, it may expose 
you to legal and reputational risks down the road if your 
handbook is not accurate or compliant.  These “free” 
resources may be more trouble than they are worth. 
Quick, easy and “free” is not necessarily what it is cracked 
up to be.

For one, you don’t necessarily know the source of these 
templates.  Consider: Who is writing these templates?  Is 
it someone in the industry that you can trust?  Are they 
credible?

Second, you need to determine when the template was 
last updated. Legal developments on the federal, state 
and local levels occur frequently, many of which directly 
impact how employers must interact with employees. If 
you rely on internet searches to keep a free template up to 
date on legislative developments, the information you find 
may be unreliable or you may miss critical information, 
and your handbook will be out of compliance, opening the 
door to legal claims.

Third, every organization’s profile is unique.  Where you 
are located and where you have workers, especially for 
multistate employers, play a big role in determining the 
policies to include in your handbook.  Not every policy is 
appropriate in every jurisdiction. You can always provide 
greater rights to employees, but not less.  If the policies 
don’t reflect the appropriate rights and protections, 
you will be vulnerable to legal challenges. Additionally, 
depending on your industry, you may have different 
compliance requirements that you may need to address in 
your handbook.  

Overly complicated handbooks 
may have the unintended effect 
of discouraging employees from 

reading them.
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3. Staying Stuck in the Past
Staying ahead of workplace trends and being culturally 
relevant is important. Failing to update the language, tone 
and contents within certain policies may send the message 
that the handbook is not important and that the company 
is not keeping up with the times.  It may raise an alarm to 
employees that the company is not interested in investing 
in its workers or creating a positive work experience.

HR should not only focus on legal developments that 
prompt updates to the handbook, but also on workplace 
trends that impact policies affecting employee morale, 
engagement and productivity. For instance, especially since 
the COVID-19 pandemic, workers are looking for companies 
that are committed to improving employees’ work-life 
balance and there is a high demand for remote and 
flexible working arrangements.  While not every industry 

can meet this need, if you can offer such arrangements, 
you may want to revisit your time and attendance policies 
regarding on-site attendance. Draconian language and an 
unwillingness to recognize and adapt to the current times 
will lead to employees sending their resumes elsewhere.

Conclusion
When properly drafted, handbooks can be an excellent tool 
for employers. However, improperly drafted handbooks can 
create potential liability and leave employers susceptible 
to legal claims.  Bottom line: keep your handbook up-to-
date and legally compliant, use it to convey important 
workplace rules and guidelines, and at the same time make 
it culturally relevant as a way to connect with employees 
and foster a positive, inclusive working environment.
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