
ESTABLISHING ETHICAL STANDARDS WITH POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

❏ Board Responsibility: Ensure Legal and Ethical Integrity
❏ Executive Director Responsibility: Follow the Highest Ethical Standards, Ensure

Accountability, Comply with the Law, and Support the Board’s Work

Your organization probably already has some policies and procedures (at the very least you have
bylaws). Making sure you have the appropriate P&Ps in place is a worthwhile endeavor, as all strong
organizations use P&Ps. It may take you a while to determine which policies and procedures should
be written and even longer to write them.

Since P&Ps double as legal documents, before you begin writing or rewriting, take time to
understand the what, why, and who of policies and procedures.

Defining Policies & Procedures

Policies are general guidelines that explain a rule but not how to implement the rule. The steps
needed to fulfill the rule are the procedures. A simple way of remembering the di�erence is:

● What is the rule? = Policy
● How is the rule lived out? = Procedure

○ Include who is responsible, step-by-step process, who they report to, etc.

Why Implement?

Organizational integrity can be integrated into the DNA of your nonprofit through thoughtfully
constructed and consistently upheld policies and procedures (P&Ps). This doesn’t mean there won’t
be integrity breaches. It does mean you have the standards in place to address these breaches.

In addition to legally safeguarding your nonprofit, P&Ps are a
terrific avenue for keeping your organization Mission, Vision,
and Core Value aligned. The lack of (or wrong) P&Ps can
actually negatively impact all of these.

For example, if your organization has a Core Value of “keeping
each other accountable” but doesn’t also have clearly defined
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financial P&Ps, the Core Value of accountability is not being upheld. Or more abstractly, if there is a
Core Value of “Acting with Humility toward all People” but a P&P causes your clients to experience
judgment, you have inadvertently broken a Core Value.

Who is Responsible for Writing Policies?

Policies that are likely to fall under the roles and responsibilities of the board, like governance,
Executive Director (hiring, firing, compensation, review), financials, etc. should be led and
implemented by the board. The board may establish the general framework of the policy but ask the
Executive Director to finalize the writing of the P&Ps and then bring a finalized draft back to the
board for review, revision, and final vote.

Policies that are strictly operational and don’t also cross into the board’s lane are the responsibility
of the Executive Director. Depending on the relational dynamics and expectations, it may be
appropriate to let the board know about these updates or additions. These operational Policies and
Procedures (also known as a Sta� Handbook) should be provided to and read by the sta� so that
they understand what is expected of them (and of the organization).
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An organization’s “hit-by-the-bus” plan falls into the
Executive Director’s domain. Under the direction of the
Executive, each sta� member should document and maintain
their daily, monthly, and annual tasks. This procedural
documentation safeguards the organization against the loss of
institutional knowledge, and therefore, the potential loss of
significant time and financial resources.

Example

A good policy might require that two to three (unrelated) people manage all the incoming
donations to prevent fraud and error. The connected basic procedures for this policy should provide
specific details on the roles and actions of each person. Perhaps one person counts cash and checks
while in the presence of another sta� person, a second person enters the amounts into Quickbooks,
and yet another takes the deposits to the bank. This policy and procedure combination protects
both the organization from fraud and the individual from accusation.

How to Proceed

STEP 1: Assess if any of the current policies and procedures need to be updated.

❏ Do any policies or procedures conflict with the Mission, Vision, or Core Value Statements?
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❏ Are you able to follow the associated procedures with very little guidance?
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STEP 2: Determine if all standard policies and
procedures exist.

❏ Governance: Conflict of Interest, Whistleblower,
Records Retention, Code of Ethics,
Anti-Harassment, Executive Director
Compensation, and Review.

❏ Human Resources: Employee Compensation
setting, Spending, Vacation, Holidays, Employee
Exit Strategy (including firing), Performance
Evaluation, Overtime Compensation, Harassment
& Bullying, Attendance, Remote Work, etc.

STEP 3: What areas in your organization create vulnerabilities? (fraud - financial, accusation -
sta�, client relations)

❏ Make a list of potential vulnerabilities. Yes, this requires that you hypothetically assume the
worst of people - including yourself.

❏ Are these hypothetical situations covered in the P&Ps?

❏ Examples: Financial, Child Care, Personal Information, Social Media, Confidentiality
(client or otherwise), Safety (e.g., volunteers going into a rough part of town)

STEP 4: What work/knowledge does each sta� member or key volunteer have? If they left the
organization without notice, what would be the organizational consequences?

❏ Here are a couple of good P&Ps associated with institutional knowledge and work.

❏ Policy: each sta� member needs to write and maintain step-by-step documentation
of their daily, monthly work. Procedure: describes the method for documentation and
where the final documentation should be “housed” (e.g., electronic filing system).

❏ The result of this Policy & Procedure is the “hit-by-the-bus” plan.
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