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Social media tools such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and blogs are omnipresent in today‟s 

society. Newspapers, television news stations, businesses (large and small), not-for-profit 

organizations, celebrities, and the average Joe on the street are all plugged in to social media in 

one way or another. Social media is not some sort of flash-in-the-pan phenomenon. It is here to 

stay. In fact, the municipality that employs you likely has a Facebook page or Twitter account 

and I know that many IAFF lo- cals use these social networking tools. 

  

Many of you probably think that your social networking activity is private and the comments you 

make, the pictures you post, and the lifestyle you lead as depicted via your social networking 

activity cannot be a basis of discipline by your employer. Think again. Firefighters, police 

officers, teachers and other public employees around the country are being disciplined and even 

fired from their jobs because of what they do online. A simple Google search of “Firefighter 

terminated over Facebook” returns news stories that should have you thinking twice about what 

you post online. 

  

At the invitation of President Hanify I had the privilege of presenting the topic “The Perils of 

Social Networking” at the PFFUI Annual Convention in Michigan City. While convention goers 

had a few laughs based upon examples of outrageous conduct of public safety officers in Indiana 

and throughout the country, I believe I was successful in driving home the point that if you are 

not careful with your online activity what you post online can end your career. 

  

While it is true that public employees do enjoy greater protection under the 1st Amendment than 

their private sector counter- parts, courts are increasingly holding that off-duty conduct that in 

ANY WAY reflects negatively on the Department can form the basis of discipline. “Public 

Safety Officers can never shed their roles as employees, even off duty, because „part of their job 

is to safeguard the public‟s opinion of them.‟” Locurto v. Giuliani, 447 F.3d 159 (2nd Cir. 

2006). In other words, the Locurto case teaches that as a public safety employee being a role 

model citizen and refraining from bringing negative publicity to your department IS part of your 

job description. 

  

In today‟s society, prospective employers are scouring social networking sites as a way to do 

background checks on potential employees. It should come as no surprise then that employers 

are also monitoring the social networking activity of CURRENT employees. At the end of the 

day, there is no expectation of privacy when you post online. Significantly, even if you “opt out” 

or turn on privacy protections the information can still get out and subject you to discipline from 

your Department. 

  

I am enough of a realist to accept the fact that you will not run out and cancel your Facebook and 

Twitter accounts after read- ing this article. However, what I do think you should do is take a few 

moments to think about the things you are doing online and ask yourself “Is this something that I 

would send to, or tell, my Mother?” If it isn‟t, it‟s probably not something you should post 

online. Online gripes about upper level management, personal opinions of fellow members of the 

department, and com- mentary about working conditions – if taken too far – are big ticket items 
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that are getting public safety officers in trouble. If you have these concerns, take your issues to 

your union president and have him address your concerns with those that can effectuate change. 

  

Above all else, remember that you are responsible for your online activity. I used to use the 

phrase, “Facebook ruins lives and relationships.” It doesn‟t. It is the people using social 

networking tools irresponsibly without thinking BEFORE posting that are ruining their own lives 

and relationships. 


