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What is this resource? 
 
This resource provides best practice guidance on the differences between written 

instruments commonly used to set standards or regulate: generally, these are 
policies, procedures, and guidelines. The resource can be leveraged in the 

development or amendment processes of these instruments. It is non-mandatory. 
 

What is the scope of the resource?  
 
There are many types of written instruments at the University that might standardize 

a practice, or regulate, or create responsibilities. There may be unit or department-
specific instruments, such as operating procedures, localized policy, or other 

standalone documents that may be regulatory in nature. This resource is not intended 
to cover those types of local instruments.  
 

The intent of this resource is to help guide the development or amendment of official 
University-wide policies as covered by Policy 1, and the procedures and or guidelines 

that might be developed in relation to those policies.  

 
Policies, Procedures and Guidelines – What is the Difference? 

 
1. Consistency. Policy jurisdiction, initiation, and development are prescribed by 

Policy 1 – Initiation and Review of University Policies. There is a Policy template, 

provided by the Secretariat, that helps standardize Policy structure and general 

content. Policy 1 does not cover jurisdiction, initiation, and development for 

either Procedures or Guidelines. There is no template for the development of 

Procedures or Guidelines, though the Secretariat can provide advice. 

 

In the absence of guidance, tools, or resources, Procedures and Guidelines are 

developed outside of a standardized process. The risk is that content and scope 

of a Policy may bleed into what is properly a Procedure or Guideline, or that a 

Guideline or Procedure contains what should properly be in a Policy. The latter 

risks circumventing the established and principled approach to developing Policy, 

including governance and consultation. 

 
2. Purpose. Clear lines can be drawn between the content and purpose of a Policy, 

Procedure, and Guideline. Policy length, readability, clarity, and interpretation 

can be improved by: (1) consistency in the type of content that should normally 

be in a Policy; (2) consistency in the type of content that should normally be in 

a Procedure or Guideline. 
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3. Connection. Procedures are normally explicitly linked to a Policy. Guidelines 

may be explicitly linked to a Policy, or they may be standalone. Distinguishing 

between the three instruments will help drafters envision the instrument’s 

relationship to a Policy, and therefore help drafters with content. 

 
4. Longevity. Policies are more enduring (i.e. a longer “shelf-life”). Procedures 

and guidelines may change more frequently than a Policy, for example, to 

update standards or methods. Instruments that require more frequent updates 

should be updated efficiently, and a tool or resource can assist with efficiency. 

 
5. Genesis and Timeline. They may be created at different points in time. The 

creation of a Policy does not automatically mean the creation of a Procedure or 

Guideline. Ideally, new Policies and Procedures would be drafted together, with 

common drafters, subject matter experts, and consultations. Guidelines, 

however, may follow months or years after a related Policy. Guideline drafters 

should have some guidance when their timelines do not align with the more 

formalized, resourced, and rigorous Policy process. 

 

Policy – The “what” and “why” and “who” 
 

A Policy is an official University-wide directive, that regulates university-wide 

activities, operations, structures, and establishes standards by which the University 

manages its affairs. Policy 1 describes the procedures to be followed in the 

development, amendment and review of all University policies. 

 

Key characteristics/elements: 

• Mandates, specifies, or prohibits conduct (binding). 

• May ensure coordinated, standardized compliance with a law or regulation; 

reduces risk. 

• Applies broadly. 

• Brief, concise, unambiguous sentences rather than paragraphs of 

information. 

• Informed by the University’s key principles and values. 

• May articulate roles and responsibilities, offices or positions, responsible for 

implementation of the Policy. Details or instructions on how to 

operationalize Policy should be in a Procedure. 

• Enduring in nature. Changes infrequently, normally through a scheduled 

review, in response to new issues, laws, or alterations to the institution’s 

mission or philosophy. 
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Procedure – The “how” and “when” and “who” and “where” 

 
A Procedure articulates the method, steps, or process required to faithfully and 

effectively implement the Policy, and helps ensure that a Policy is implemented 

efficiently and applied consistently. 

Key characteristics/elements: 

• Contains more detailed or complex information than a Policy (e.g., details on 

how to carry out roles and responsibilities, a process for carrying out a task) 

• May contain the detail on roles and responsibilities, offices or positions, 

responsible for implementation of the Policy 

• May change more frequently than Policies, based on changes to operational 

practices. 

• Structurally distinct and separate from Policy content. 
 

Guideline 

 
A Guideline is a best practice or a guide, that may be standalone or may be used in 
the application/interpretation/implementation of a Policy or Procedure in a specific 

circumstance.  

Key characteristics/elements: 

• Not mandatory – a suggestion, recommendation, interpretive device, 

administrative instructions, informational 

• May be created with a view to a local application, specific application 

• May include illuminating examples 

• May be standalone – unconnected to a Policy or Procedure. However, a 

Guideline should not usurp the proper jurisdiction of a Policy or procedure. 

• Can change more frequently than a Policy or Procedure 

• There still may be an approval and consultative process for Guidelines, that is 
collegial and appropriate to the content of the guidelines (including but not 
limited to Guidelines that implement legal obligations, are of high risk, or 
require communication to the community). 

 

Framework 
 

As a publicly-supported institution subject to provincial legislation, from time to 

time the University may be subject to policy directives including from the Minister 

of Colleges and Universities. A Framework is a formally approved approach to 

ensure compliance with a directive or legislative requirement, and does not make 

changes to existing policies or procedures, or create new policies or procedures. 

A Framework is a specific approach used in specific circumstances: where 

directives are issued with requirements that are met through existing University 

policy instruments, resources, and or supports that can be brought together 

through a centralized repository. 
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Key characteristics/elements: 

• Formally approved as an approach to ensuring compliance with legislative 

requirement. 

• Not housed in the Secretariat or managed by the Secretariat. 

• No new policy or related instruments (procedures, guidelines) are created. 

• Leverages existing policies, documents, resources, and supports. 

• Centralizes information. 

• Can be updated efficiently as new documents or information related to the 

subject matter become available. 

• Net new content may be limited to crafting institutional statements, a new 

website, or describing existing policies, resources, and or supports. 

 
Style References for Policies, Procedures, and Guidelines 

 
• Read the University’s Writing Style Guide 

• Read the University’s Inclusive Communications Guide 

• Refer to the University of Victoria Style Guide for Policies and Procedures for 

writing tips 

 

Questions and Further Guidance 

 
For questions about the application of the above, or for any questions related to the 

development and or review of policies and related instruments at the university, 

faculty, or ASU-level, contact the Secretariat at secretariat@uwaterloo.ca 
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