Why have policies?

Organizations must have a policy basis for a number of reasons:

1. Policies help people to make difficult decisions quickly and easily.

2. Policies give staff organizational protection from individual liability.

3. Policies cover all normal incidents and responsibilities so that they are handled properly and consistently.

4. Policies assign responsibility.

5. Policies provide for review of practice.

6. Policies save board members and employees from seeking case-by-case approvals from the board.

7. Policies help protect your organization if someone wants to sue it:

a. Courts may interpret the lack of policy in key areas to be negligence.

b. You can use it to show that you follow responsible best practice. If your policies don't follow current best practice, you are still vulnerable because you can be accused of having low standards.

8. Policies help protect your organization in an insurance claim. Insurance won’t cover your organization for negligence in matters that can be reasonably expected of you. So if you haven't bothered to put adequate policies in place, you can jeopardize your insurance cover.

Having said that, polices are only legally valuable if you can show that they are up-to-date and that you actually follow them.

Steps for a small organization

1. Look at the particular needs of your organization.

2. If you already have good practice in place, describe what you do in short clear points.

3. Research legal requirements and best practice.

4. Research what other institutions are doing (If you steal from one it’s plagiarism; if you steal from everybody it’s research.)Research legal requirements and best practice.

5. Write a draft policy.

6. Check that your draft policy will work for all possible anticipated circumstances.

7. Get other people to check it. They should look for possible misinterpretations, and cases where it would not work. (E.g. exceptions, difficult cases.) They will also proofread your typing and grammar.)

8. Propose it to a board meeting. (They might accept it as is, make changes and accept it, send it back for revision, or shelve it.)

What should they look like?

If the organization is small and new, policy decisions are probably only the board minutes. But that isn't enough as soon as you grow a little or have staff or stay around for a while. You can't hope that someone will remember that you made a board minute on a matter about five or ten years ago.

Policies need to be in a form that:

· you can easily circulate to those who need them.

· will work to induct and train staff.

· you can easily update.

· are no longer than necessary.

As a general rule, use plain English and short sentences in point form. You should only use specific legal language when you have no choice.
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