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June 21, 2009 – Discussing Raise with Co-Workers
Q: After a lot of hard work, I recently got a merit raise.  But I was told by my supervisor not to say anything to co-workers on my team. I am proud of the fact that my hard work paid off, plus it may set a good example to others and [be] an incentive for them to improve performance.  Should I keep silent?

A:  Workplaces are full of humans with complicated, conflicting and not always logical reactions.

From a legal standpoint, your supervisor can “request”, but not prohibit you from discussing pay with others.  Under Federal law, the National Labor Relations Board has determined that an employee discussing pay, or terms and conditions of employment, is engaging in “protected activity” even in a non-union workplace.  

So, yes, you could discuss your new merit increase and no one could (legally) stop you.  But let me play devil’s advocate and caution you on a possible unintended consequence:  Creating hard feelings.

You may consider your intentions inspirational, but telling others about your merit raise may come across as bragging.  Some co-workers might already see you as “management’s pet”.  Knowing about your raise might only confirm suspicions of favoritism or unfairness.  

Of course, you may be very fortunate and work in an exceptionally healthy team environment where members recognize and encourage each other’s accomplishments.  If so, they could indeed be pleased and motivated by your news; if this is the case, consider yourself lucky.

All things considered, you are the only one who can gauge whether your co-workers will resent or be inspired by the outcome of your hard work.  But in my opinion, the team might best be served by following your supervisor’s request.  

NOTE to Employers:

Be aware that even when the rule is not in writing, prohibiting employees from discussing wages will likely constitute an unfair labor practice (see NLRB v. Main Street Terrace Care Center (6th Cir. 2000).   It would be wise to ensure that your handbook has no such policy.
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