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 Appellees Lewis Plugge, Ronnie Stanford, and James Whitby, three former 

employees of appellant Talbot County, Maryland, (the “County”) who worked for the 

County-owned Hog Neck Golf Course, were terminated in 2010. Upon termination, they 

filed suit against the County for breach of contract in the Circuit Court for Talbot County. 

Appellees alleged the County breached the terms of the employee handbook that 

governed their employer–employee relationship with the County. 

 The County filed three separate Motions to Dismiss or Alternatively, for Summary 

Judgment (“Motions to Dismiss”), which each sought to dismiss the complaints of 

appellees.1 The County additionally filed a Motion for Summary Judgment after the close 

of discovery, which was also denied. During trial, the County filed a Motion for 

Judgment, which it made at the close of appellee’s case and then renewed upon 

presentation of all the evidence. At the end of trial, a jury verdict was returned in favor of 

appellees. 

 The County has noted an appeal contesting the denial of these several motions 

filed throughout the case. It presents a single question for our review, which we have 

rephrased2 as follows: 

                                              
1 The motions were denied on September 9, 2011, and the cases were consolidated 

by order on January 11, 2012. 

2 Appellant originally presented his question to the Court as follows: 
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Whether the language in the employee handbook was 

sufficient to preclude appellees’ reliance on the layoff 

provisions of the document. 

 We shall hold as a matter of law that the language in the handbook was indeed 

sufficient to preclude appellees’ reliance on the layoff provisions. Accordingly, we will 

reverse the judgment of the circuit court and remand the case for further proceedings. 

FACTUAL AND PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND 

 In late September 1999, the County issued a new version of its Employee 

Handbook (“handbook”) to employees of the county government, which included 

appellees. Appellees each received and signed an acknowledgment form regarding the 

handbook. The acknowledgment form required appellees to acknowledge, among other 

things, that they were to consult with their supervisors or County Administrative Services 

if they had questions regarding the handbook and its policies; that the information, 

policies, and benefits described in the handbook were subject to change and, accordingly, 

revisions to the handbook were possible; that any changes would be communicated via 

official channels; and that they were responsible for reading and complying with the 

policies set forth in the handbook.  

                                                                                                                                                  

Is the following language of the Talbot County Government 

Employee Handbook, including but not limited to the 

language found at page 2 (in bold and all caps), legally 

sufficient to disclaim contractual intent and preclude 

justifiable reliance? 
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 In the “Introduction” section on page 2 of the handbook, the following disclaimer 

was set forth in all capital letters and bold-formatted text and stated the following: 

THE HANDBOOK IS FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES 

ONLY. IT IS NOT AN EMPLOYMENT CONTRACT 

AND IS NOT INTENDED TO CREATE 

CONTRACTUAL OBLIGATIONS OF ANY KIND. 

Immediately after the bold-type disclaimer, the handbook listed an additional caveat with 

regard to the County’s ability to revise employment policies and procedures: 

In order to retain necessary flexibility in the administration of 

policies and procedures, the County reserves the right to 

change, revise, supplement, rescind or eliminate any policies 

or portion of the handbook and/or benefits described in this 

handbook, as the need may arise and as it deems appropriate, 

in its sole and absolute discretion without notification to 

employees. 

(Emphasis added). 

 Further in the handbook, on pages 65–66, the policies of the County with regard to 

layoffs are set forth. In relevant part, that section states:  

If insufficient work or a lack of funding requires a reduction 

in the number of employees in a County department, layoffs 

will be made by approval of the County Council, subject to 

the following conditions: 

Probationary employees, other then [sic] department heads, 

will be laid off before regular, full-time employees regardless 

of time in service. 

Part-time and temporary employees will be laid off before 

full-time employees. 

                                                                                                                                                  

THE HANDBOOK IS FOR REFERENCE PURPOSES 

ONLY. IT IS NOT AN EMPLOYMENT CONTRACT 

AND IS NOT INTENDED TO CREATE 

CONTRACTUAL OBLIGATIONS OF ANY KIND. 
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Layoffs will be determined by length of service within the 

same grade and department, assuming that the relative skills 

of employees within the grade are comparable. The County 

reserves the right to layoff a more senior worker if a worker 

with less seniority has significantly greater skill or ability, as 

documented by performance evaluations. 

(Emphasis added). 

 Appellees Plugge, Stanford, and Whitby were each long-time employees of Talbot 

County, Maryland. All three individuals worked in various capacities at the Hog Neck 

Golf Course, a recreational facility owned and operated by appellant. Mr. Plugge was 

hired in 2006 as a groundskeeper, and eventually transitioned to a role in which he was 

responsible for the maintenance of the course’s golf carts. Mr. Stanford was hired in 1987 

as an equipment operator, and was eventually promoted to course maintenance worker, a 

position he held at the time he was laid off. Mr. Whitby was hired as a groundskeeper for 

the course in 1990; he was promoted to head groundskeeper in 2006. 

 In late April of 2010, appellees were informed that economic conditions required a 

reduction-in-force at the golf course. This meant the County would convert the positions 

held by appellees and several other employees of the course to either part-time status or 

eliminate them altogether. Appellees were ultimately terminated in June 2010. Prior to 

their termination, however, in May 2010, the County offered appellees the opportunity to 

remain at the golf course as part-time employees. 

 Upon their termination, appellees filed suit on May 19, 2011, alleging breach of 

contract arising from the County’s failure to honor the provisions of the handbook’s 

layoff section. Specifically, appellees alleged that they justifiably relied on the layoff 
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provision in the handbook, which provided that the County would lay off part-time and 

temporary employees prior to full-time employees. The record reflects that, during the 

2010 reduction-in-force, only senior full-time employees were laid off; no part-time or 

more junior employees were terminated.   

 The County filed its Motions to Dismiss appellees’ complaints on June 23, 2011. 

A motions hearing was held on September 9, 2011, and the motions were treated as 

motions for summary judgment. The motions were denied the same day. An order 

consolidating the cases was issued on January 11, 2012. The case proceeded and, at the 

close of discovery, appellant filed a Motion for Summary Judgment on August 16, 2012. 

A hearing on that motion was held on October 19, 2012, and after determining there were 

factual disputes that required resolution by a fact-finder, the circuit court denied the 

motion. 

 On August 12–13, 2013, a trial was held before a jury. At the close of appellees’ 

presentation, appellant made a Motion for Judgment, which it renewed at the close of the 

evidence. The jury returned a verdict in favor of appellees on August 13, and the circuit 

court denied the motion on August 15. 

 On August 23, 2013, appellant timely noted its appeal. 

DISCUSSION 

A. Parties’ Contentions 

 The County contends all three motions presented to the circuit court were 

improperly denied because there was no question of fact requiring resolution by a fact-
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finder. The disclaimer language in the handbook, the County argues, was a clear and 

conspicuous statement sufficient to negate any contractual intent. Furthermore, the 

language in the remainder of the handbook demonstrated the County had no intent to 

limit its ability or discretion to discharge employees. Taken together, the County argues 

that appellees could not construe the handbook’s language as anything more than general 

statements of policy. The language in the handbook did not create a contract for a definite 

term of employment, nor did it establish that just cause was required for dismissal. 

Accordingly, the County argues the circuit court should have granted summary judgment 

because there were no permissible inferences appellees could draw from the layoff 

provisions indicating appellant demonstrated an intent to be bound by the policy. 

 Appellees contend denial of all of the County’s motions was proper because 

factual findings were required as to whether appellees justifiably relied on the layoff 

provisions. Appellees disagree with the County that the disclaimer was sufficient to 

disclaim all contractual liability. They point to Maryland case law for the proposition that 

a handbook disclaimer must be “clear and unequivocal,” and argue the contents of the 

County’s handbook were the opposite. Further, appellees argue that policy statements in a 

handbook affecting the employer’s discretion as to termination of indefinite employment 

may become contractual obligations if those statements are clearly stated and 

communicated. Because the disclaimer was insufficient to negate contractual liability, 

provisions of the handbook were subject to interpretations appellees could justifiably rely 

upon, and the County had, in fact, treated the handbook’s policies as required procedure. 
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Appellees argue the circuit court properly denied summary judgment on both occasions, 

as well as the County’s motion for judgment. 

B. Standards of Review 

 Maryland Rule 2-322(b)(2) permits the defense to seek dismissal of the complaint 

for failure to state a claim. When conducting a review of the circuit court’s grant or 

denial of a motion to dismiss, we accept as true all well-pled facts in the complaint, and 

any reasonable inferences therefrom, in a light most favorable to the non-moving party. 

Converge Servs. Grp., LLC v. Curran, 383 Md. 462, 475 (2004); McClure v. Lovelace, 

214 Md. App. 716, 724 (2013). Our review is limited to the four corners of the complaint. 

Nickens v. Mount Vernon Realty Grp., LLC, 429 Md. 53, 62 (2012). If, however, facts 

outside the complaint are presented to and considered by the court, the motion to dismiss 

shall be treated as a motion for summary judgment. Md. Rule 2-322(c). If such 

information is presented to the court and the court does not specifically exclude it, we 

presume the court considered the additional information in rendering its decision. 

D’Aoust v. Diamond, 424 Md. 549, 573 (2012) (citation omitted). 

 A party may seek summary judgment on all or part of a complaint, provided “there 

is no genuine dispute as to any material fact and [] the party is entitled to judgment as a 

matter of law.” Md. Rule 2-501(a). Where there exists a factual dispute, the circuit court 

may exercise its discretion and reserve its decision until a complete factual record is 

provided. Presbyterian Univ. Hosp. v. Wilson, 337 Md. 541, 547–48 (1995). Therefore, 

we review the denial of summary judgment for an abuse of discretion. Dashiell v. Meeks, 
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396 Md. 149, 165 (2006). We will find an abuse of discretion has occurred where no 

reasonable person would take the view adopted by the trial court or where the trial court 

takes action without reference to any guiding principles and the ruling runs contrary to 

fact and logic. Beyond Sys., Inc. v. Realtime Gaming Holding Co., LLC, 388 Md. 1, 28 

(2005) (citations omitted). 

 During a trial, a party may move for judgment on any or all issues at the close of 

the evidence presented by an opposing party or at the close of all the evidence. Md. Rule 

2-519(a). The court shall consider the evidence and inferences in the light most favorable 

to the non-movant. Id. 2-519(b). We review de novo the circuit court’s grant or denial of 

a motion for judgment and review the motion under the same analytical framework as the 

circuit court. Thomas v. Panco Mgmt of Md., 423 Md. 387, 393–94 (2011) (citations 

omitted). 

C. Analysis 
 

 We agree with the County that denial of its motions were errors. Extant Maryland 

case law persuades us that the disclaimer located in the “Introduction” section of the 

handbook was sufficient to preclude appellees’ reliance on the provisions in the 

“Separation” section, and specifically, the “Layoff” subsection. Accordingly, there is no 

factual question as to whether that subsection was subject to interpretations that would 

contractually bind the County.  

 Both parties rely on Haselrig v. Public Storage, Inc., 86 Md. App. 116 (1991), a 

case from this Court that is very similar to the case at bar. Mr. Haselrig complained of 
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wrongful discharge by his employer, Public Storage, Inc., alleging that the involuntary 

dismissal provisions of the employee handbook imposed contractual obligations on 

Public Storage. Id. at 120. The involuntary dismissal provisions provided that new 

employees who successfully completed their probationary period would be first afforded 

a reasonable opportunity to improve if they were failing in their duties; if the failures 

persisted, then employees were subject to involuntary termination. Id. Public Storage 

disputed Mr. Haselrig’s allegations on the basis of two purported disclaimers in the 

handbook, which Public Storage argued contained clear and conspicuous language that 

would preclude his justifiable reliance on the involuntary dismissal provision. Id. 

The first disclaimer was captioned as “Employment Relationship” and stated: 

“The relationship between you and PSI is predicated on an at will basis. That is to say 

that either the Employee or the Company may terminate their employment at their 

discretion.” Id. (emphasis in original). The second disclaimer was located in the broader 

section regarding the employee’s probationary period and stated: “It should be 

understood that employment and compensation can be terminated, with or without cause 

and with or without notice at any time, at the option of either the Company or the 

Employee.” Id. at 120–21. 

 The Haselrig Court then discussed several principles applicable to questions 

regarding employer-employee relations and employee handbooks. Employers are 

permitted to hire employees for an indefinite period and discharge them at will. Id. at 122 

(citation omitted). That broad termination authority, however, may be limited by policy 
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statements in an employee handbook that either set forth a termination procedure or 

circumscribe an employer’s discretion to terminate. Staggs v. Blue Cross of Md., Inc., 61 

Md. App. 381, 392 (1985). The handbook will contractually bind the employer if it 

clearly states and communicates to the employees those policies regarding the employer’s 

termination discretion; general policy statements are insufficient to bind an employer. Id. 

(“[P]olicy statements that limit the employer's discretion to terminate an indefinite 

employment or that set forth a required procedure for termination of such employment 

may, if properly expressed and communicated to the employee, become contractual 

undertakings by the employer that are enforceable by the employee. . . . [G]eneral 

statements of policy are no more than that and do not meet the contractual requirements 

for an offer.” (internal quotation marks and citation omitted)). Nevertheless, those policy 

statements limiting an employer’s discretion upon which an employee could justifiably 

rely are subject to disclaimers of contractual intent. See Haselrig, 86 Md. App. at 127–28.  

 When examining a disclaimer, a court must consider not only whether the 

disclaimer’s language is unambiguous, i.e., whether a reasonable lay individual would 

not ascribe more than one meaning to the text, but also whether the disclaimer is 

conspicuously placed in the handbook. See id. at 128. Furthermore, even if the 

disclaimers in a handbook are sufficiently clear and conspicuous to negate contractual 

intent when read in isolation, those sections limiting an employer’s discretion to 

terminate an employee may override the disclaimers to allow for justifiable reliance. Id. 

at 127–32. This, however, is conditioned on whether the employer has clearly stated that 
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the policies and procedures listed in the handbook are unilaterally subject to change at 

any time. Id. at 131. If so, employees may not interpret the handbook as an employment 

contract. Id. (internal citations omitted). 

 Ultimately, the Haselrig Court determined that the handbook in that case could be 

interpreted as creating a contractual relationship. Id. at 129. The disclaimer statements, on 

their own, could not clearly and unequivocally disclaim contractual liability. Id. We 

determined the first disclaimer was “simply a declaration of the relationship, [and] not an 

attempt to disclaim the employer’s intention to limit the contractual relationship[.]” Id. at 

128–29. Furthermore, although we thought the language regarding the probationary 

period came “closer to being a disclaimer,” the passage’s placement in the Probationary 

Period section of the handbook created an ambiguity as to whether the language applied 

to probationary or all employees. Id. at 129. We determined the purported disclaimers 

were ineffective in precluding justifiable reliance on other provisions of the handbook 

when we considered them in the broader context of the entire handbook. Id. at 129. 

 Having determined that the purported disclaimers did not apply to the entirety of 

the handbook, we reviewed the handbook itself. Id. In particular, we examined the 

sections of the handbook concerning employee discipline and termination. Id. at 130. The 

employee discipline section provided clear language about acceptable employee conduct, 

as well as several enumerated examples of unacceptable conduct. Id. This language, we 

determined, suggested “a commitment, an undertaking by the employer, to act 

consistently with [these disciplinary provisions].” Id. Furthermore, the termination 
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section of the handbook, which contained the involuntary termination provision at issue 

in the case, drew distinctions between work rule violations and job performance lapses. 

Id. at 130–31. That section clearly prescribed a procedure for addressing unsatisfactory 

job performance, as well as explaining that dismissal without notice was a possibility in 

the event of a work rule violation. Id. We held that the involuntary termination provision 

could be interpreted as a provision contractually binding on the employer, as per Staggs, 

61 Md. App. at 392, and Duldulao v. St. Mary of Nazareth Hospital Center, 505 N.E.2d 

314, 318 (1987). Haselrig, 86 Md. App. at 131. These cases3 required a clearly expressed 

and communicated policy statement in order to become contractually binding, and 

without a clear disclaimer that would make it understood by the employee that the 

employer had promised nothing. Id. We held that, because the language of the 

involuntary termination provision could be interpreted as allowing an employee the 

opportunity to improve and because of the lack of a clear disclaimer, an employee could 

                                              
3 Staggs required that for a policy statement or provision to be contractually 

binding, it must be “properly expressed and communicated to the employee.” Staggs, 61 

Md. App. at 392. Duldulao expanded on that requirement, explaining that 

 

the provision must contain a promise so clear that the 

employee could reasonably believe an offer was made; it 

must be communicated or disseminated to the employee in a 

manner that reveals its contents and permits him or her 

reasonably to believe that it is an offer; and the offer inherent 

in the provision must be accepted, by the employee, either by 

commencing or continuing employment. 

Haselrig, 86 Md. App. at 131 (discussing Duldulao, 505 N.E.2d at 318). 
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justifiably rely on the handbook’s provisions to determine that Public Storage had bound 

itself to limit its discretion to terminate. Id. at 131–32. 

 The present matter closely tracks Haselrig, but is distinguishable from that case by 

virtue of the disclaimer’s clarity and conspicuousness, and the text reserving “sole and 

absolute discretion” to modify the handbook’s policies without notice to employees. 

These two key pieces of text at the outset of the handbook persuade us that appellees 

cannot justifiably rely on the subsequent provisions of the handbook. First, the disclaimer 

clearly and unequivocally forecloses contractual liability. In Haselrig, as discussed supra, 

we found the first disclaimer was simply a declaration of the employment relationship. 

Id. at 128–29. In sharp contrast to that first Haselrig disclaimer, the disclaimer in this 

case clearly states the handbook “IS NOT AN EMPLOYMENT CONTRACT” and 

that it “IS NOT INTENDED TO CREATE CONTRACTUAL OBLIGATIONS OF 

ANY KIND.” (emphasis in original). The plain language of the handbook, in addition to 

its formatting choices, clearly states the County’s desire to foreclose contract liability. A 

reasonable individual could not mistake this clear—and bold4—language for anything 

else. See, e.g., Elliott v. Bd. of Trs. of Montgomery Cnty. Cmty. Coll., 104 Md. App. 93, 

99, 103 (1995) (finding no ambiguity in the following handbook disclaimer: “[The 

manual] does not contain all terms and conditions of employment nor constitute an 

                                              
4 Although not required to draw attention to a disclaimer, this Court has 

emphasized bold formatting to be a prudent typographical choice. See Elliott, 104 Md. 

App. at 103 n.1 (“We nevertheless perceive that the better practice might well be to have 

such disclaimer language in bold print, at the very beginning of the introduction or in 

some other way prominently highlighted within the introduction.”) (emphasis in original). 
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express or implied employment contract.”) (alteration in original); Castiglione v. Johns 

Hopkins Hosp., 69 Md. App. 325, 329, 340 (1986) (finding the following disclaimer 

“expressly negated” contract liability: “Finally, this handbook does not constitute an 

express or implied contract. The employee may separate from his/her employment at any 

time; the Hospital reserves the right to do the same.”); Hrehorovich v. Harbor Hosp. Ctr., 

Inc., 93 Md. App. 772, 794–95 (1992) (finding the following disclaimer “expressly 

disclaim[ed]” contractual intent: “This manual does not constitute an express or implied 

employment contract and nothing in the manual is intended to bind Harbor Hospital 

Center contractually. Each employee’s employment is terminable at will, so that both the 

Hospital and each employee remain free to choose to end their work relationship.”).  

 Moreover, the placement of the disclaimer in the handbook is persuasive that it 

was meant to preclude an employee’s reliance. Where a disclaimer is prominently placed 

near the beginning of a handbook, and the employer makes no effort to minimize its 

existence in separate communications, the disclaimer is deemed “conspicuously placed.” 

See, e.g., Elliott, 104 Md. App. 105–06 (explaining that, but for the employer’s attempts 

in other communications to minimize the importance of the disclaimer, the court would 

have found the disclaimer located in the introduction of the revised employee handbook 

was clear and conspicuously placed); but see Haselrig, 86 Md. App. at 129 (determining 

the probationary period disclaimer was unclear because of its placement at the end of the 

“Probationary Period” section of the handbook). The disclaimer in the present case is 

located on the second page of the handbook under the “Introduction” heading. The 
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location of the disclaimer in the handbook, along with its clear and boldly formatted 

language persuades us that the County intended the disclaimer to expressly preclude 

reliance on the handbook’s provisions. 

 Second, just below the disclaimer in the Introduction section, the handbook 

contains language reserving the employer’s right to unilaterally change the handbook’s 

policies. Specifically, the County stated in the handbook that it reserved the right to 

modify the document’s policies and procedures “as the need may arise and as it deems 

appropriate, in its sole and absolute discretion without notification to employees.” 

(emphasis added). This language, particularly that of the County’s “sole and absolute 

discretion,” constitutes a “clear disclaimer stating that the policies and procedures 

described [in the handbook] are subject to change unilaterally and at any time.” Id. at 131 

(internal quotation and formatting marks omitted) (citation omitted). Therefore, the 

handbook is “quite clear that [appellant] is promising nothing” and that appellees may not 

interpret the handbook as an employment contract. Id. (internal quotation marks and 

citation omitted). 

 The disclaimer and subsequent language reserving the right to unilaterally change 

the handbook’s policies have the effect of precluding appellees’ reliance on subsequent 

provisions within the handbook. Accordingly, we hold that the circuit court abused its 

discretion in denying the motions for summary judgment and committed error by denying 

the motion for judgment at trial. Unlike the handbook in Haselrig, the handbook in the 

present case clearly and conspicuously contained a disclaimer at the outset of the 
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handbook that foreclosed any reliance by appellees. Appellees cannot present any factual 

dispute here because the disclaimer in the introductory section of the handbook forecloses 

any contract claim as a matter of law. 

JUDGMENT OF THE CIRCUIT COURT 

FOR TALBOT COUNTY REVERSED AND 

REMANDED FOR FURTHER 

PROCEEDINGS NOT INCONSISTENT 

WITH THIS OPINION. COSTS TO BE 

PAID BY APPELLEES. 


