As published Sundays in The Gainesville Sun
November 8, 2009 – Set Guidelines for Work Displays
Q: I supervise a culturally diverse group of employees, and some are decorating their workspaces for the holidays. One employee has sort of gone overboard with the religious symbols so that it looks more like a shrine than a workspace. I don’t see any problem and no one has complained, but should I allow it?  I don’t want someone to say that we are pushing religion at work.

A: If in addition to the “shrine” this employee were also proselytizing and denigrating other religions, you may have some legal exposure.  But since this isn’t the case, I wouldn’t be overly worried about someone being offended or feeling they’re being “pushed religion.”

Having said that, even if no one has complained and it doesn’t bother you, it’s a good idea to implement guidelines about what’s appropriate to display at work.  Not necessarily for legal reasons, but to try to maintain a work environment that looks and sounds like a workplace; this in turn leads to better employee relations and less conflict.

Nowadays, we have increased religious diversity and need to consider that those with different beliefs (or no beliefs) work side by side.   Therefore, workplaces should be secular.

It’s important to point out that even though this topic often surfaces during the holidays, it’s really a year-round consideration that has less to do with religion than it has to do with maintaining a productive and neighborly work environment were both employees and customers feel comfortable.

For example, I knew a case of someone who was crazy in love with their cat, and had overflowed their space with so many pictures, figures, calendars, screen savers etc, that it simply looked childish and unprofessional.  There was no formal policy, and management was slow in addressing it but once they did, everyone was relieved.  What had first appeared idiosyncratic and harmless became a distraction and hurt the office’s image.

So, don’t leave it to chance.  Do establish your own guidelines according to the image you want for your business.  Even if you choose to be lenient during the holidays, the fact that rules actually exist means everyone will be more mindful of what’s acceptable.
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