Time For A Check-In: Why an Annual Review
of Your Code of Conduct Matters More Than
Ever

Let’s get one thing out of the way: no one wakes up excited to read a Code of
Conduct.

It’s not flashy. It’s not trending on LinkedIn. And in most workplaces, it sits in a
dusty corner of the employee handbook or buried in your intranet’s “Policies” folder,
opened only when someone’s in trouble.

But here’s the truth: your Code of Conduct might be the most important document you
haven’t looked at in over a year. Maybe even longer.

In a Canadian workplace where expectations, laws, and social norms are evolving
faster than ever, your code isn’t just a compliance tool- it’'s your culture in
writing. If you haven’t reviewed it recently, chances are it’'s missing some key
pieces of how your workplace actually operates today.

So let’s talk about why it’s time to dust it off, what you might find when you do,
and how to turn a dull policy document into a clear, trusted, and culturally relevant
guide for your team.

The Real Job 0f A Code Of Conduct

Sure, you need one to stay on the right side of the law. But that’s just the
baseline.

At its best, a Code of Conduct is the behavioural GPS for your organization. It’'s not
just about rules — it’s about values, tone, and expectations. It helps employees know
where the boundaries are and how to navigate grey areas. It offers reassurance that
ethical issues won’'t get swept under the rug. And it gives HR and leadership the
clarity to handle misconduct without having to scramble for guidance.

If it’s written well, people actually reference it. If it’s out of date, too vague,
or feels like legalese? It’ll be ignored until something goes wrong.

And when that something happens — an off-colour joke in a Zoom meeting, a dispute
over side gigs, a Slack conversation that turns hostile — your team needs something


https://hrinsider.ca/time-for-a-check-in-why-an-annual-review-of-your-code-of-conduct-matters-more-than-ever/
https://hrinsider.ca/time-for-a-check-in-why-an-annual-review-of-your-code-of-conduct-matters-more-than-ever/
https://hrinsider.ca/time-for-a-check-in-why-an-annual-review-of-your-code-of-conduct-matters-more-than-ever/

to fall back on that reflects today’s workplace, not last decade’s.

Why An Annual Review Isn’t Just Nice to Have

You wouldn’t wait five years to update your health and safety plan. Or your IT
security protocols. So why let your ethical standards age like milk?

A yearly review of your Code of Conduct isn’t just a good idea, it’'s essential.
Here’s why.

The Workplace Has Changed (A Lot)

Think about how we work today compared to just five years ago. Remote and hybrid work
are the norm. Slack, Teams, and Zoom have replaced watercooler chats. Employees are
more diverse, more outspoken, and more engaged with social issues than ever before.

All of this affects how people behave at work and what “workplace behaviour” even
means. Your old code might cover swearing in the lunchroom, but does it address GIFs
in the team chat? Or what’s appropriate when logging in from a home office? Probably
not.

The Legal Landscape Keeps Moving

Canadian employment laws aren’t static either. Provinces like Ontario, Québec, and
British Columbia have expanded psychological safety and harassment regulations. The
federal government has implemented workplace violence and harassment rules that
demand specific reporting procedures.

If your Code of Conduct still treats harassment like a one-size-fits-all issue — or
doesn’t account for virtual workplaces — it could be out of compliance. And if
something escalates? That dusty code won’t protect you.

Employees Are Watching

Today's workforce, especially younger generations, expect their employers to walk the
talk. They want clarity on your values. They want to know how you respond to
misconduct. And they expect their employer to care about inclusion, fairness, and
accountability, not just profits.

If your code is vague, dated, or written in legal gobbledygook, it sends a message:
“We don’t really take this seriously.” And that message travels through Slack,
Glassdoor, and Sunday brunch group chats.

When the Line Gets Blurry: Expanded Real-World Scenarios

Let’s dig deeper into some workplace situations where a modern Code of Conduct could
save the day or where an outdated one makes things worse.

Scenario 1: The Slack Message That Went Too Far

Emma, a junior staffer, sends a message in a group Slack chat that includes a
suggestive GIF, meant as a joke. Her colleague, Alex, finds it uncomfortable and
flags it to HR. But when the HR manager checks the Code of Conduct, there’s no
mention of digital communication or expected etiquette in virtual spaces.

Now HR has to improvise, trying to decide if this counts as harassment, as poor



judgment, or as a “learning opportunity.” Without clear policy language, it becomes
subjective, inconsistent, and potentially litigious.

If your code hasn’t caught up to your communication tools, your organization is
flying without a safety net.

Scenario 2: The Side Hustle That Got Too Big

Jordan works full-time in marketing but also runs a growing TikTok brand consultancy
on the side. At first, it’s no big deal. But now he’s emailing clients from his work
computer, taking calls during lunch, and the CEO just saw one of Jordan’s client
testimonials that sounds eerily like your company’'s pitch.

Here’'s the awkward part: your Code of Conduct is silent on outside business
activities. You’'re now navigating intellectual property concerns, conflict of
interest allegations, and time theft, all without any formal footing.

Codes that include guidance on side hustles, freelance work, and “moonlighting” help
everyone understand where the line is before someone crosses it.

Scenario 3: The Quiet Move to Another Province

Sophie is a remote project manager who moved from Ontario to Nova Scotia without
telling anyone. She'’s still logging in every day, hitting deadlines, and crushing it
on her KPIs. But payroll, taxes, and even applicable employment standards are now
wrong.

No one noticed until she applied for leave under Nova Scotia’'s laws and quoted their
policies back to HR.

Remote work has made geographic boundaries fuzzier than ever. If your code doesn’t
clearly state relocation requirements, employment standards jurisdictions, or
disclosure responsibilities, you’re exposed to financial and legal risk.

How to Know When Your Code Is Out of Date (Even If
Nothing’s Gone Wrong Yet)

Sometimes, it’'s obvious that a Code of Conduct is past its prime. But often, the
signs are more subtle. You might hear things like:

e “T didn’t even know we had a code.”

e “We were supposed to report that?”

e “That’s not in writing anywhere.”

e “Well, my manager told me it was fine.”

When people are guessing — or worse, contradicting each other — you don’t have a
code. You have confusion.

Even without a crisis, ask yourself:

e Is the code written in plain, accessible language?

e Does it reflect how and where your employees actually work now?

e Are people reminded of it regularly, or was it a Day 1 onboarding blur?

e Would your average employee recognize themselves or their challenges in the
examples?
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If the answer to any of these is “no,” it’'s time to revisit.



What a Modern Code of Conduct Really Needs in 2025

This isn’t just about swapping outdated language. It’'s about relevance. Employees
don't need a list of rules written like a court ruling — they need something that
speaks to them, guides them, and supports them.

A good 2025 Code of Conduct includes:

e Respect that goes beyond basics: Inclusion, belonging, microaggressions,
allyship — real-world dynamics that people actually encounter.

e Digital professionalism: Whether you’re on Slack, Zoom, LinkedIn, or in a
comment thread on Reddit, employees should know what’s expected of them when
representing the company, directly or indirectly.

e Clear remote work boundaries: Working from home doesn’t mean working from
wherever, whenever, with no strings. Make expectations about availability,
equipment, security, and relocations crystal clear.

e Side work and brand-building: People hustle now. Whether it’s an Etsy shop, an
Instagram side project, or consulting gigs, your policy needs to set boundaries
— respectfully but firmly.

e Tech use and AI: If employees are using generative AI tools for drafting,
content creation, or even brainstorming, your code needs to outline what’s
allowed and where the risks are.

¢ A real path for raising concerns: Not a vague “talk to your supervisor”
sentence. Give employees options: anonymous, formal, informal. Let them know
what happens next. And show them that raising a concern won’'t become a career
risk.

Making the Code Actually Work (For Real This Time)

Let’s be blunt: a Code of Conduct isn’t useful if it just lives in a binder no one
touches or a SharePoint folder no one clicks. You can write the most thoughtful,
lawyer-reviewed, values-aligned code in the country, but if employees don’'t read it,
trust it, or use it when it counts, then it’'s just decor.

This is where a lot of well-meaning HR teams stumble. They think the hard part is
writing the policy. It’s not. The hard part is embedding that policy into your
culture in a way that feels real, not rigid.

So let’s talk about how to make your Code of Conduct something employees actually use
— not just something they agree to once during onboarding and never revisit.

A Practical Step-by-Step Map: Bringing Your Code to Life

Here's a roadmap for HR professionals who want to turn their Code of Conduct into a
living, breathing part of the employee experience — not just another PDF collecting
digital dust.

Step 1: Review + Update the Code (Annually)

Before you can implement, you need a code that’s worth sharing. Once a year, schedule
a review cycle involving:

HR leadership and policy owners.

Legal counsel (to check for compliance and risk exposure).
Frontline managers and department heads.

Employee feedback channels (survey data, anonymous Q&A, etc.).



Ask:

e Does this reflect current laws, technologies, and workplace behaviours?

e Are there any patterns from investigations, complaints, or exit interviews we
should address?

e Does the language make sense to someone without a legal background?

Make your edits, then prep for rollout.

Step 2: Design a Relatable Rollout

Don’'t drop a wall of text into people’s inboxes and call it engagement.
Instead:

e Announce the review early so employees know it’s intentional and not reactive.

e Use different formats to present the code: a written guide, a narrated video
walkthrough, and a short slide deck for managers.

e Explain “why now” — tie it to your values, changing norms, or a need for
clarity.

Tip: Launch your code like a new product. Host a town hall or fireside chat with
leadership to talk about what’s changed, what it means, and why it matters.

Step 3: Train Managers First

Middle managers are your first line of policy interpretation. If they don’t
understand or believe in the code, no one else will either.

Before employee rollout:

e Hold a manager-only session that walks through common grey areas.

e Prepare them to handle questions (and model how to respond when they don’t know

the answer).

e Give them cheat sheets with real-world examples they can share in team meetings.

Step 4: Integrate the Code into the Employee Lifecycle
This is the step most employers miss and it’s what turns a code into culture.

Here’s how to build it into the full employee journey:

Onboarding: Have new hires not only sign the code but discuss it in group
orientation or with their manager. “What part surprised you?” is a great
icebreaker.

Performance Reviews: Link behavioural expectations and values to your

performance conversations. “How did this employee embody the code?” should be a

standard question.

but burns bridges, they shouldn’t move up.
Offboarding: Ask about ethical blind spots. Departing employees often reveal
grey zones you didn’t know existed.

Step 5: Make Reporting Safe, Accessible, and Trusted

This is where the code lives or dies. If people think reporting misconduct will
backfire, they won’t use it — no matter how good your policy is.

You need:

Promotion Criteria: Reward not just results but conduct. If someone gets results



e Multiple ways to report: Anonymous tools, direct manager access, third-party
hotline, HR contact, etc.

e Clear follow-up procedures: Let employees know what to expect after a report —
timelines, confidentiality, and next steps.

e No retaliation: This needs to be more than words. Protect those who speak up.
Publicly thank employees (when appropriate) who model courage in calling out
unethical behaviour.

Bonus: Highlight how previous reports led to real change. Nothing builds trust like
seeing that speaking up actually works.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even with the best intentions, here’'s where things tend to go off the rails, and what
to do instead:

Treating the Code Like a Legal Contract

Yes, it needs to be legally sound. But if your employees can’t understand it, they
can’t follow it. Write like you’re explaining it to someone on their first day — not
a judge in chambers.

Solution: Use plain language. Short sentences. Everyday examples. Infuse tone and
voice that feel human, not robotic.

Only Talking About It During Crisis

If the only time employees hear about the code is after a scandal or HR
investigation, it becomes a threat, not a guide.

Solution: Talk about the code when things are calm. Use it to celebrate good
decisions, not just police bad ones.

Assuming One Size Fits All

Not every department faces the same ethical dilemmas. Sales teams may worry about
client relationships; engineering may deal with data access. A blanket policy can
feel irrelevant if it doesn’t reflect real scenarios.

Solution: Supplement the core code with role-specific guidance. Ask teams to review
the code together and surface where they need clarification.

Ignoring Feedback from Employees

If someone flags a confusing or outdated section, don’t brush it off. That’s a sign
your policy isn’t landing the way you think it is.

Solution: Create feedback loops. Run pulse surveys. Open a policy suggestion form.
Build policy iteratively, not just from the top down.

The Bigger Payoff: Building a Culture That’s Actually
Ethical

When you do all this right — when your code is current, clear, accessible, and alive
— something pretty amazing happens.



Employees don’t just “follow the rules.” They take pride in being part of something
ethical. They look out for each other. They don’t wait for permission to call out
problems. Managers lead with consistency, not confusion. HR stops being the
compliance cop and becomes a culture coach.

In other words, your Code of Conduct becomes more than a document. It becomes part of
your DNA.

And in today’s workplace — where headlines can explode overnight, values are under
the microscope, and employees have more power than ever — that kind of cultural
clarity isn’t just nice to have. It's everything.

Final Thoughts: A Check-In Isn’t About Bureaucracy, It’s
About Integrity

When we say “review your Code of Conduct annually,” we’re not suggesting more red
tape or a box to check. We’re talking about an honest look in the mirror.

Does this code reflect who we are now?
Does it protect the people who work here?
Does it help us solve problems—or just create more of them?

In today’s Canadian workplace, where norms shift quickly, and expectations are higher
than ever, your code needs to do more than sit in a drawer. It needs to speak
clearly, evolve often, and live where your people actually are.

Because when the next issue pops up — and it will — your employees will go looking
for answers. And if your Code of Conduct doesn’t have them, they’ll go looking
elsewhere.



