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Democrat or Republican? If you are asked that question at work, the safest answer is to smile and simply 
reply “yes.” 
 
People are social creatures. We love our families, the schools we went to, our favorite sports teams, and 
the city we are from, just to name a few. People like to associate with others with whom they have 
something in common, and they like to take pride in the groups to which they belong. That’s terrific when 
you view your workmates as being part of your group, as you can all work together toward achieving a 
communal goal. All of that is placed at risk, however, if you inject politics into the workplace. 

Politics Create Bias 

Like religion, one’s political beliefs are intrinsically connected to their identity, protected by strong 
emotions, and sometimes prone to dogmatic ideology dictated by outside forces that, among other 
things, can potentially denigrate people who believe differently. Once you know someone’s political 
leanings, they are no longer your colleague. They are now a “conservative,” a “liberal,” a “socialist” or 
some other label, and you view them and their actions through the lens of your political beliefs. 
 
People may start to make assumptions and harbor resentment for co-workers if they know too much 
about their political beliefs, and this could lead to a less-than-harmonious working relationship. Such 
feelings are magnified even more when you have the intense polarization in politics seen over the last few 
years (e.g. “I never knew you were so dumb to [support/not support] Donald Trump and/or [believe/not 
believe] the news about him”). So, the old adage of never discussing religion and politics in polite 
company definitely applies to the work environment. 

Discussing Politics Can Lead to Lawsuits 

Unlike religion, membership in a political party is not a protected characteristic, but politics are closely 
connected to many things that are protected, such as a woman’s right to choose, same-sex marriage, 
transgender rights, gun control, legalization of drugs, stem cell research, immigration, foreign policy, 
police activity, military power, labor unions etc. 
 
Any one of these issues can land your company in legal hot water if an employee feels discriminated 
against, harassed or retaliated against (the newest addition to the lexicon of bad behavior is “bullied”) 
because they expressed their beliefs – or didn’t, and were thus perceived as being one of “those” people. 
Harassment and bullying claims can also arise simply because an employee had to be subjected to 
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someone else’s strongly-advocated political beliefs (particularly if it’s coming from someone in 
management).  

Free Speech Doesn’t Apply to Private Employers 

In defense of their right to discuss politics at work, people often claim that it’s their right to “free speech.” 
These people, however, have clearly never read the Constitution, or the First Amendment thereto which 
actually states: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof, or abridging the freedom of speech or of the press, or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble and to petition the government for redress of grievances.” 
 
In other words, the First Amendment protects employees from the government censoring them – not their 
employer. An employer has the right to tell its employees what to say to customers (or what not to say), 
what language to say it in, and can absolutely fire employees for saying the wrong thing, particularly if it is 
inappropriate or offensive. When it comes to political discussions at work, people tend to proselytize 
more than simply discuss matters, which can lead to liability as noted above, hurt feelings, lack of 
productivity, and overall bad morale. 
 
In short, employers have a legitimate business reason for asking that employees to not discuss politics at 
work (even when they are on break)and are justified in taking disciplinary action for those that want to 
test their “free speech” rights. 

What Are Best Practices for Employers in This Regard? 

Particularly in California, where lawsuits are nasty, brutish and NOT short, employers should state in their 
anti-harassment policy that political discussions should be minimized in the workplace and explain why. 
The company should communicate that diverse opinions, and diversity in general, are respected and 
valued in the workplace, but political discussions should be minimized, as they have a tendency to 
become emotional, make people feel alienated, and can indirectly bring up topics that are inappropriate in 
the workplace. 
 
It’s a good opportunity to remind employees to be respectful of each other and the importance of having 
a harmonious and enjoyable work environment. A good way to explain this issue to employees is to say 
that their political beliefs are similar to their religious beliefs and their love life – they are important and 
valuable parts of their personal life, but best left out of their professional life. It is also a good idea to 
send a reminder notice out when elections roll around. 
 
Managers should be trained to respond to complaints about offensive politics in the workplace the same 
way they do about other potential sources of bullying or harassment; namely, they should thank the 
employee for bringing it to their attention and assure them that the matter will be immediately addressed 
by Human Resources. 
 
The manager should then call or visit HR to pass the issue along. Email is disfavored because the email 
itself can be taken out of context (e.g. “John was just in my office – he says the democrats are ganging 
up on him again”).Human Resources, in turn, should handle the claim the same way they would any other 
potential harassment or bullying claim, with the understanding that the alleged offender may not have 
been aware of the offense, and that he or she may have actually not said anything offensive (e.g. simply 
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mentioning your political affiliation is not an offensive statement, but the employee who hears it may 
have taken offense because of the images that political party conjures up in his or her mind).Often, these 
issues can be resolved by simply talking through the situation and making sure both parties understand 
the importance of being respectful to each other. 
 
If it does appear that disciplinary action is warranted, however, be sure to confer with competent legal 
counsel to make sure that you are not stepping on one employee’s rights in an effort to protect another’s. 
Politics are complicated – and just like politicians, lawyers are very good at spinning politics in the 
workplace to fit their narrative, which may be a harassment or wrongful discharge lawsuit against your 
company. 
 

 


