What is an employee handbook?

An employee handbook or manual describes an employer’s
expectations of its employees, to minimize “gray areas” in
the employment relationship. All employees, especially new
ones, should read the handbook to understand the company’s
rules and expectations — and his or her rights. In most cases,
an employee must sign a form to show that he or she received
the handbook. An employee should never discard it, but an
employer can ask for its return at the time of a termination or
resignation. At the same time that a handbook is given, an
employer can also ask that a confidentiality agreement be
signed, to protect trade secrets and other information — this
can be a condition of employment.

Can the employee handbook be

considered a binding contract?

In New Jersey, an employee handbook can be a bind-
ing contract concerning job security, discipline and
discharge. But it has to be distributed to al! or most of
the workforce and be specific in its terms. Most impor-
tant, it must be without a “clear and prominent dis-

claimer” of any promises or guarantees, especially of

continuing employment or termination procedures.
When the disclaimer says that the employment is “at
will” and may be terminated at any time, for any rea-
son or no reason, an employee’s right to challenge a
firing is limited, short of discrimination or other
unlawful action.
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What are some topics that should be
included in the Employee Handbook?

While there is no set of guidelines for an Employee
Handbook, there are some basics that should be includ-
ed: compensation, benefits, leave policies, health
issues and information, substance abuse — topics that
frequently pop up in daily life. Employers may also
include a corporate mission statement, corporate structure
and the goals of their organization.

The Handbook can also cover topics that have
become more timely -Privacy is an important issue since
employers can now monitor computers, email, and tele-
phones. Your policy should be clearly outlined as to
what is expected from employees. In most cases,
employers own the email system and employees
should not use email or the Internet for anything other
than business practices. Employers have the right to
monitor email and internet activity to make sure
employees are not engaging in personal use of these
services.

But what about Telecommuting? If the equipment
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