
QQ..  IInn  tthhee  ppaasstt  mmyy  eemmppllooyyeerr  hhaass  aalllloowweedd
rreeaassoonnaabbllee  pprriivvaattee  iinntteerrnneett  uussee  dduurriinngg
lluunncchhttiimmeess  aanndd  ootthheerr  bbrreeaakkss..  HHoowweevveerr,,
rreecceennttllyy  oonnee  eemmppllooyyeeee  wwaass  ffoouunndd  ttoo  hhaavvee  uusseedd
hhiiss  ooffffiiccee  ccoommppuutteerr  ttoo  mmaakkee  aaddvveerrssee  ccoommmmeennttss
aabboouutt  tthhee  ccoommppaannyy  oonn  aa  ssoocciiaall    nneettwwoorrkkiinngg
ssiittee..  MMyy  eemmppllooyyeerr  iiss  nnooww  ccoonnssiiddeerriinngg  bbaannnniinngg
pprriivvaattee  iinntteerrnneett  uussee  aallttooggeetthheerr..  CCaann  iitt  ddoo  tthhiiss??

AA.. Unless the company is contractually bound
to allow such use, which is unlikely, the short
answer is "yes".
The computer is company property and any
decision about whether to allow its use other
than for business purposes is entirely at the
discretion of the company. Originally,
employers feared that employees would use
their computers during working hours instead
of doing their work. Bans and internet policies
were imposed to prevent or regulate this.
However, the advent of social networking sites
and the extension of internet use to mobile
phones has created new problems for
employers. 
Your question highlighted the problem of
adverse comments damaging the company's
reputation but other risks  include:

• Disclosure of confidential information,
whether deliberate or accidental

• Posting derogatory information about other
employees, customers or suppliers for
which the company may be held
vicariously liable (legally responsible)

Most reasonable employers do not want to
impose an outright ban on internet use, and
such a ban may not prevent employees saying
things about the company on social
networking sites outside both the work place
and working hours. 
I suggest that a staff representative speaks to
the company about agreeing a policy to cover
employees' conduct on such sites both during
and outside working hours. As well as setting
out the dangers of using them it can agree a
code for monitoring internet use and the
disciplinary consequences of breaching the
policy. Care should be taken in drafting the
policy and legal advice is essential to make
sure it covers all relevant matters. 

Stephen Soper is a Partner and Solicitor in the
Commercial and Property Department of
Powells Solicitors
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