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S ta ff codes o f conduc t

It is now almost universal tor organisations, public and 
private, to have codes of conduct governing the behaviour 
or all staff and officers. The increased adoption of such codes 
arose largely in response to what were seen as corporate 
excesses of the 1980s, often ungoverned by procedures aimed 
at protecting organisational reputations and the interests of 
smaller players. In the library sector, applicable codes will 
commonly be the overarching codes of public service, local 
government or corporations.

An emerging issue in the context of codes of conduct 
is the use of internet and email facilities, especially in 
relation to comments made about a place of employment 
or organisation with which the author has a business or 
professional relationship. This issue relates not only to use 
of an organisation's own communication facilities, but also 
use of personal blogs for circulation of comment about an 
organisation. There is growing recognition that organisations 
are entitled to object to statements affecting the organisation's 
reputation, security interests or confidential commercial 
information being published on personal blogs. This area of 
concern is distinct from personal comments made in private 
conversations or in email messages between individual 
staff members which remain personal communications. 
Intervention by organisations to prevent publication of certain 
kinds of material by staff is not regarded as censorship, but 
as legitimate action to protect corporate interests in a way 
that is consistent with most codes of conduct. More generally, 
blogs and other internet facilities, while promoting the flow 
of information and opinion, remain subject to laws governing 
bullying, harassment, defamation and privacy.

For example, ALIA has recently adopted codes of conduct 
governing its Board members, staff and contractors engaged 
by ALIA. The Board Code requires Directors to 'conduct 
themselves in a manner which does not damage or undermine 
the reputation of ALIA or its staff'.1 This requirement would 
reasonably apply to comment made about ALIA on an internet 
bulletin board which would be available to a wide audience 
and where the comment made could not be separated from 
the officer's role within ALIA. Similarly, the Public Service 
Act, covering the Australian Public Service, stipulates that 'An 
APS employee must at all times behave in a way that upholds 
the APS values and the integrity and good reputation of the 
APS' and that 'An APS employee on duty overseas must at all 
times behave in a way that upholds the good reputation of 
Australia'.2

W hat c o n s titu te s  o b je c tio n a b le  com m en t?  W h a t steps 
shou ld  e m p loye rs  ta ke  to  p re v e n t un reasona b le  o n lin e  
com m ent?

There is no simple answer to the first of these questions as 
each case will turn very much on its own facts. A basic pointer 
to something to which an organisation may reasonably 
object would be the extent to which the organisation can be 
identified in an online statement. As has been established in 
defamation cases, an organisation does not have to be named 
to be identifiable.3 Certain information, description or simply

knowledge among readers as 
to where a 'blogger' works is 
sufficient for problems to arise 
for the organisation.

As to how employers might 
prevent problems arising from 
blogging or other public or semi
public comment, several steps 
can be taken. Organisations 
should review codes of conduct 
to ensure that they refer to use 
of internet and email facilities.
Specific reference should be 
made to the issues of reputation, security and commercial 
confidentiality. Where an organisation believes that 
inappropriate content has been published, the employee or 
business associate should be counselled in the first instance, 
especially if the relevant content has not been egregious -  an 
approach that is consistent with management of other forms 
of misconduct. In cases where comments can reasonably be 
perceived as amounting to serious misconduct, termination 
of employment may be justified.

Further information concerning blogging, especially in 
connection with employment-related issues, can be found at 
http://www.caslon.com.au/weblogprofile20.htm and http:// 
www.blogheraId.com/2008/02/26/thou-shall-not-blog
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A L I A  P r e m i e r  a n d  

E x c e l l e n c e

A w a r d s

Nominations are now being called for the following Premier 
and Excellence Awards of the Australian Library and 

Information Association:

Premier awards

• HCL Anderson Award
• Redmond Barry Award
• Ellinor Archer Award

Excellence awards

• Excellence Award
• Metcalfe Award

Nomination forms and further information:

h ttp ://w w w .a lia .o rg .au /aw ards/
ALIA National Office 
PO Box 6335, Kingston 2604 
awards@alia.org.au 02 6215 8222
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