Directors’ Briefing

Human resources management

veryday
workplace
policies

Berg Kaprow Lewis

Managing people takes time and resources.
You can save yourself a lot of effort simply
by having a clear policy on many everyday
issues.

Employees need to know where they stand,
especially when starting a new job. Problems
quickly arise if it is unclear what the policy is on
any one of a hundred seemingly minor matters
— for example, making personal phone calls.

This briefing looks at the most common
problem areas, excluding employment law
issues. It covers:

Setting up new employees.
Inappropriate conduct.
Office rules.

Absences from work.

1 Right from the start

It pays to invest time in recruiting the best
people you can find and setting them up
properly in their jobs.

1.1 Provide every employee (full or part-time)
with an employment contract.

e This should be a clear agreement, covering
the essential terms and conditions of
employment (see Employment contracts).

¢ Include a detailed job description, but one
that does not limit the person’s role.

You also need written agreements to cover
jobs being done by the self-employed.

1.2 Develop a systematic induction process to
help new employees find their feet quickly.

Use the opportunity to tell them about the
culture and customs of the company, as
well as about their jobs.

1.3 Schedule the employee’s first performance

appraisal, towards the end of a short
probationary period. (See Performance
appraisals.)

Explain your grievance procedure, which
must conform to statutory minimum
standards (see Discipline and grievance
issues).

Tell new employees who they can approach
if they have a grievance.

1.4 Provide a company handbook for new

employees. This can be as short or as long
as you like.
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¢ The handbook sets out your policies and
day-to-day expectations on issues that
could not be covered in the contract.
Include details of your discipline and
grievance procedures if they are not
covered in the contract.

¢ Run through the handbook as part of the
induction process (see 1.2).

2 Working together

2.1 Clarify who does what in the team, to
avoid misunderstandings.

e (Create a fair division of labour for chores.
For example, making cups of tea (for
colleagues and visitors) can become a
bone of contention if it is left to chance.
It is often minor issues like this that most
undermine teamwork.

2.2 Even if you have an operator, make it plain
that everyone is expected to pick up the
phone, after a certain number of rings.

¢ Include telephone training as part of the
induction process (see 1.2).

Disciplinary procedure

You must now use specific disciplinary

and grievance procedures. Statutory
procedures must be used if an offence

is grave enough for anything other than
warnings or suspension on full pay. For these
offences, your disciplinary procedures must
incorporate the ‘three-step’ minimum.

A You must explain to the employee
concerned what the problem is, in
writing.

B You must then have a face-to-face
meeting to discuss it.

e Employees have the right to be
accompanied by a colleague or trade
union representative.

C You must give him or her an opportunity
to appeal against the finding.

In a small number of cases this three-stage
process does not have to be followed.
These include cases where one party has
a reasonable fear of violence, harassment
or vandalism from the other party, where
there are collective redundancies, or where
someone is dismissed for working illegally.

Train all employees how to handle
enquiries, take and pass on messages and
transfer calls.

3 Inappropriate conduct

3.1 State your position on antisocial
behaviour.

e Make persistent rudeness, lewdness or
swearing disciplinary offences.

3.2 Explain that all employees are expected
to dress in ways that are appropriate to
the working environment, and to maintain
reasonable standards of hygiene.

e |If protective clothing is necessary, supply
it and make sure it is worn.

e [f it is important that some employees,
such as frontline staff, present a smart
appearance, spell this out.

Do not discriminate. If it is important for
men to dress formally, it is important for
women doing the same or equivalent work
to do likewise.

3.3 Theft, fraud, violence and the possession or
use of drugs are usually regarded as gross
misconduct.

e Inthese cases, consider suspending the
offender on full pay while you investigate
the incident.

* You must follow the Acas guidelines and
apply statutory procedures (see Discipline
and grievance issues).

4 Workplace rules

4.1 Decide on a realistic policy on receiving
personal phone calls, given the
circumstances of your business.

e There are some situations where stopping
to take a call would be seriously disruptive.
For example, on a production line.

® Inless clear-cut cases, tell employees
that they should keep personal calls to a
reasonable minimum.

4.2 Discourage employees from making
personal calls, and ban international calls.

e Explain that you make a point of
periodically analysing outgoing phone calls
and personal use can be quantified. (You
can get itemised bills from your telecoms
supplier, listing your most called numbers.)

e Mobile phones are wide open to abuse, so
you may need to set usage limits. The use

If you don’t tell
people the rules,
you cannot blame
them for behaving
differently.’ b}
Emma Hall,
Milton Keynes
Chamber of
Commerce

A policy is a
framework which
makes people feel
safe, especially
when they start a
new job.’ 9
Simon Macaulay,
Anglo Felt
Industries

Don't rely on
the written word.
A company
handbook can
provide guidance
but isn’t a complete
substitute for verbal
communication.
Make sure there
is somebody who
employees can
talk to when they
have problems or
queries., 9
Martin Warren,
Eversheds
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of phonecards and telephone charge cards
can help keep mobile phone bills down.

e Be careful about monitoring calls. You may
fall foul of data protection laws.

4.3 You may need to limit personal visitors.

e \Visitors should stay in the reception area,
unless the employee has permission to
show them around.

4.4 Establish a policy on personal use of email
and the Internet (see An email policy for
your employees and An Internet policy for
your employees).

e Personal email not only takes up time, but
takes up space on the computer server,
too. (See Email.)

e The company may be liable for anything
downloaded from the Internet.

4.5 Do not let people use their own software
or computer games in the office.

4.6 Decide on a smoking policy. If you want
no smoking in the workplace, consider
making this a condition of employment.

e If you do not mind employees smoking,
make provision so that hon-smokers do not
suffer — for example, smoking areas.

¢ Discourage employees from lingering
outside the office while smoking.

¢ Consider banning smoking in company
cars. The smell cannot be eradicated.

4.7 Establish a policy on employees’ use of
their own cars for company business.

e |nsurance is a problem, so some firms
ban the use of private cars for company
business. Take advice from your broker.

e Ask employees to confirm, in writing, that
their private insurance covers them for
business use.

5 Holidays

5.1 Decide how holiday dates are to be
allocated, and how you are going to
provide for cover during holiday periods.

e Most companies work on a ‘first come, first
served’ system.

e Many companies put a limit of, say, two
weeks on the amount of holiday that can
normally be taken at any one time.

5.2 Set out your position on holiday rollovers.

e For example, you might stipulate that no
more than one week of unused holiday can
be rolled over into the next year.

5.3 Establish policies on bank holidays and
time off in lieu.

5.4 Make it clear that employees need
permission to take any unpaid leave.

e Any extensions to time away from the
workplace should be agreed in advance.
There may be tax implications if an
employee adds a week’s holiday to an
overseas business trip.

6 Lateness and absence

6.1 If you keep standardised working hours,
make it plain that persistent lateness is a
disciplinary issue.

e Stipulate that employees must let you know
if they are going to be late, and must report
to their managers on arrival.

6.2 You cannot expect people to come to work
if they are genuinely ill. But you can decide
how much you are going to pay them,
beyond the limits of statutory sick pay.

e You may want to set a limit on the number
of days for which you provide full pay, but
make exceptions where appropriate. (The
danger is that some employees may then
feel entitled to this amount of extra time off).

e Have a policy of monitoring absences and
issue warnings to employees as soon as
the level becomes unacceptable.

6.3 Set out your policy on leave and pay for
maternity, paternity and adoptive parents.

e Employees are also entitled to unpaid
parental leave.

6.4 All employees have a legal right to
dependant care leave.

e Workers can take ‘reasonable’, unpaid time
off to deal with an emergency involving a
dependant.

e With the iliness or death of relatives, it will
pay to be compassionate.

6.5 Decide your policy on absences due to
domestic problems.

¢ Be realistic. People in the throes of major
marital crises are likely to feel their own
problems must take priority over work.

=» See Health and

safety.

= See Discipline and

grievance issues.

Too many
employers wait
until things start
to go wrong
before introducing
employee
handbooks and
workplace policies.
By then, it may well
be too late.9 9
Billy Carslaw,
Birmingham
Chamber of
Commerce

It is essential
that managers
are familiar with
the policies of
the organisation.
Failure to apply
them could lead to
claims of Breach of
Contract.9 9
Jim Givens,
HR Management
Solutions
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e More minor domestic problems, such as a
burst water pipe at home, may also require
employees to take time off.

6.6 You will also need a policy on jury service.

e You may want to continue paying people,
though the law does not oblige you to.
Set a limit, or you could find yourself part-
financing a six-month fraud trial. Many
companies pay people for two weeks.

e [tisillegal to subject employees to any
detriment if they accept a call to jury service.

6.7 There are other reasons why people may
have absences from work, such as
Volunteer Reserve Service within the Army
(TA), Navy, or Royal Marines, alongside
being a Magistrate or School Governor.

e Ensure you have a policy to cover such
absences.

7 Expenses and theft

Nip potential problems in the bud with clear
policies about dishonest behaviour.

7.1 Lay down rules about the type and scale of
business expenses employees can claim.

¢ What are the guidelines for meals, overnight
accommodation and travel?

e What other expenses are allowable while
out of the office?
What can be spent on client entertainment?
What restrictions are there on the use of a
company credit card?

7.2 Emphasise that expenses claims will be
checked. Make it clear that falsifying claims
is theft and therefore a sackable offence.

e |nsist on receipts as proof of expenditure
(and for VAT purposes).

e All expenses should be signed off by the
employee’s line manager.

7.3 Take steps to prevent petty theft.

e Give one person responsibility for the most
likely targets — stationery, stamps and use
of the franking machine for personal post.

¢ Keep a detailed register of assets, including
the serial number of each item and details
of who is responsible for it.

Decide what can be taken out of the
office (eg portable computers) and any
procedures that must be followed.

e Make it clear that police will be involved in
investigating any valuable missing stock.

8 Confidentiality

8.1 Divulging commercially significant trade
secrets to a competitor, even unwittingly,
could be grounds for dismissal.

e (Consider restricting such information to the
people who need to know.

8.2 If you want people to be careful about
sensitive information, explain the need for
discretion.

e Otherwise, junior finance assistants, for
example, might inadvertently mention your
business’ cash problems to suppliers.

8.3 Decide which types of information must
be kept in locked cabinets. For example,
personnel files and payroll details.

9 Departures

Do not wait until someone leaves before you
explain the procedures involved. Do it on
day one, preferably in a company handbook,
alongside the other key information in 2-9.

9.1 Keep notice periods as short as possible.

e (Consider how long it would take you to find
and train a replacement.

e FEven the most conscientious people will
be gone, in spirit, if not in body, once they
have given in their notice. Less scrupulous
employees can cause problems.

¢ |n cases of redundancy or dismissal, it is
common for employees to leave straight
away and receive pay in lieu of notice.

9.2 There should be a job handover where
appropriate, especially if the employee is
leaving on good terms.

e Get leavers to use the last few weeks to
create ‘job packs’ for their successors,
listing important contacts and information.

9.3 Use a standard checklist to identify all the
company property that must be returned.

e [For example, keys, credit card, security
pass, car, laptop and mobile phone.

9.4 Except when someone retires, there is no
reason for the company to contribute to a
gift for a departing employee.

e [f other employees wish to have a whip-
round, that is up to them. You may want to
contribute in your personal capacity.
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Further help

There are other
Directors’ Briefing
titles that can help
you. These briefings
are referred to in the
text by name, such
as Performance
appraisals.
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