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Understanding Massachusetts Wage Laws

April 29, 2025

Understanding Massachusetts Wage Laws: Reuter v. City
of Methuen and the Importance of Timely Payment of
Wages and Vacation Pay at Time of Termination
In Massachusetts, employers are required to comply with strict wage laws when an employee is
terminated. Failing to pay all earned wages, including accrued vacation time or PTO, at the time
of termination can have serious legal consequences. In 2022 the Massachusetts Supreme
Judicial Court rendered an important decision in the case Reuter v. City of Methuen further
emphasized the importance of legal compliance with wage laws by adopting a strict liability
standard for employers who fail to pay all earned wages and vacation time at the time of
termination.

Employer Obligations Under Massachusetts Wage Laws
The Massachusetts Wage Act mandates that employers pay terminated employees all earned
wages, including any accrued vacation or PTO, on the day of termination. This requirement
applies regardless of whether the termination is voluntary or involuntary.

Earned Wages: Include all compensation for hours worked up to the date of termination.•

Accrued Vacation or PTO: Must be paid out as wages if the employer’s policy or agreement•
allows for accrual.

Key Takeaways from the Reuter Case

The Reuter v. City of Methuen case established a strict liability standard for employers under the
Wage Act. Even minor delays in payment can result in significant liability.

Implications of Reuter Case:

Employers are liable for treble damages (triple the amount of unpaid wages) if payment1.
is not made on the date of termination.

This liability applies even if the wages are paid shortly after the termination date.2.

The employer’s intent or the length of the delay does not excuse noncompliance.3.

This strict standard underscores the importance of adhering to the Wage Act’s requirements
without exception.

Common Violations of the Wage Act
Employers may unknowingly violate the Wage Act by:
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Delaying Payment Until the Next Pay Period: It is unlawful to pay terminated employees•
their final wages on the next scheduled payday.

Paying Wages by Direct Deposit After Termination: Even paying wages the day after•
termination by direct deposit violates the law.

Failing to Include Accrued Vacation or PTO: If accrued time is not paid out, it is considered•
a violation of the Wage Act.

These violations expose employers to significant penalties and entitle employees to pursue legal
remedies.

Employee Rights Under the Massachusetts Wage Act
The Wage Act provides strong protections for employees. If an employer fails to pay wages on
time, employees are entitled to:

Treble Damages: Employees can recover triple the amount of unpaid wages, including•
accrued vacation or PTO.

Attorneys’ Fees: The employer is also liable for covering the employee’s legal fees.•

Full Recovery Even if Wages Are Paid Late: Payment after the termination date does not•
absolve the employer of liability for treble damages.

These provisions ensure that employees are fully compensated for violations of their rights.

The Importance of Legal Representation
Navigating wage disputes can be complex, and the penalties for noncompliance are severe.
Whether you are an employee seeking unpaid wages or an employer needing guidance on wage
laws, securing experienced legal representation is essential.

How Cohen Cleary, P.C. Can Help:

For Employees: We can help you pursue unpaid wages, treble damages, and attorneys’ fees•
if your employer has violated the Wage Act.

For Employers: We provide guidance on compliance with Massachusetts wage laws to avoid•
costly mistakes and penalties.

Our attorneys are well-versed in the intricacies of the Wage Act and can help you protect your
rights and interests.

Contact Cohen Cleary, P.C. for a Complimentary Case
Consultation
If you believe your employer has failed to pay you all earned wages, including accrued vacation
or PTO, at the time of termination, or if you are an employer needing legal advice on
compliance, contact Cohen Cleary, P.C.

Call us today at 508-880-6677 to schedule a complimentary case consultation. Let us help you
navigate these important issues and achieve the resolution you deserve.
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