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Court Case Summaries  
2018 Fall HRCP Program 

This document provides a brief summary of significant court cases relevant to Human Resource  
Management. This is not a comprehensive list of cases and not all potentially relevant facts are described.  

More detailed information is provided in the 2018 Fall HRCP Program.  

Case Summary Unit/Page 

Adarand Constructors, Inc. 
v. Pena 1995 

The court ruled that affirmative action programs establishing racial 
classifications must be analyzed under the “strict scrutiny” test, which 
means that racial “classifications are constitutional only if they are 
narrowly tailored measures that further compelling governmental 
interests.” 

U2: 27 

Adtranz ABB Daimler v. 
NLRB 

An appellate court ruled that abusive or threatening language was not 
acceptable in organizing a union or exercising one’s statutory rights. 

U5:71 

Allentown Mack Sales and 
Service, Inc. v. NLRB 1998 

The Supreme Court ruled that an employer can poll its employees if it has 
a good faith reasonable doubt whether a majority of employees continue 
to support the union.  

U5: 53 

American Federation of 
State, County, and 
Municipal Employees 
(AFSCME) v. State of 
Washington 1985 

The court determined it's the employer’s responsibility to rectify sex-based 
wage discrimination. 

U4: 110 

Arline v. The School Board 
of Nassau County, 1987 

The court cautioned that the assessment of risks cannot be based on 
“society’s accumulated myths and fears about disability and disease.”  
Victims of illnesses such as tuberculosis and AIDS are covered by 
disabilities discrimination. Victims who are otherwise qualified are 
protected against adverse employment decisions and employers are 
required to make reasonable accommodations for their diseases.  

U2: 36 
U5: 43 

Ash v. Tyson Foods Inc. 
2006 

The Supreme Court made it easier to prove racial discrimination. Any form 
of derogatory speech, even neutral words expressed in a hostile or 
intimidating way, can constitute racial harassment. 

U2: 8 

Bragdon v. Abbott 1998 

Victims of illnesses such as tuberculosis and AIDS are covered by 
disabilities discrimination. Victims who are otherwise qualified are 
protected against adverse employment decisions and employers are 
required to make reasonable accommodations for their diseases. 

U5: 213 

Burlington Northern & 
Santa Fe Railway Co. v. 
White 
 

 

 

The court decided that the removal of an employee from operating a 
forklift and her suspension constituted unlawful retaliation after she made 
a claim of gender discrimination. Although her job status did not change 
and she did not suffer a monetary loss, her suspension and change in 
duties constituted retaliation. The Supreme Court has determined that 
retaliation applies to more than just employment actions of hiring and 
firing; it entails the totality of how employees are treated. 

U2: 19 
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Burlington Industries, Inc. 
v. Ellerth 1998 

The Supreme Court ruled that employers have “vicarious liability” for all 
sexual harassment claims based on the principle of agency law. In quid pro 
quo cases, employers are automatically liable for the actions of their 
supervisors because the supervisor’s harassment causes a tangible 
employment action—the employee’s “terms, conditions, or privileges of 
employment” are altered.  

U3: 100 
U5: 11 

City of Richmond v. J.A. 
Croson Co. 1989 

The court ruled that a plan requiring 30 percent of construction contracts 
be performed by minority businesses is unlawful when no prior history of 
discrimination has been shown. 

U2: 12 

Commonwealth v. Hunt 
1842 

It was ruled that unions were legal organizations and had the right to 
organize a strike. Before this decision labor unions which attempted to 
'close' or create a unionized workplace could be charged with conspiracy. 

U5: 37 

County of Washington v. 
Gunther 1981 

The Supreme Court ruled that four female jail matrons were victims of sex-
based wage discrimination because their wages were only 70 percent as 
much as male guards in spite of the fact that the County of Washington 
had evaluated the jobs and determined that the matrons should be paid 
95 percent as much as the male guards.  

U4: 109 

Crawford v. Metropolitan 
Government of Nashville 

The Supreme Court ruled that a woman was the victim of retaliation even 
though she had not filed a complaint; she was terminated after testifying 
against her manager in a sexual harassment investigation. 

U2: 19 

Crown Cork & Seal Co. v. 
International Association 
of Machinists and 
Aerospace Workers 2007 

The 8th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that employers have the right 
to make unilateral changes to the health plans of retirees as long as they 
have not entered into a contract to the contrary. The court agreed with 
the company that the health care benefits – unlike pension benefits – did 
not become vested in retirees during the life of the labor agreement. 

U5: 67, 83 

Debs case 1895 

The court endorsed the use of injunctions in labor disputes. This case was 
a serious blow to union leaders, who believed that unfair employers could 
conspire with capricious judges to issue an injunction against any form of 
union activity, legal or illegal. 

U5: 38 

EEOC v. Abercrombie & 
Fitch 

The court held that the employer engaged in religious discrimination when 
it suspected there was a need for accommodation yet failed to inquire 
further. The case was brought by a female applicant who wore a hijab (a 
scarf worn out of devotion to the Muslim faith), who was rejected for 
employment because she did not fit the clothing company’s “look policy.” 
While the applicant never mentioned her religion or requested 
accommodation, the employer suspected she wore the scarf for religious 
reasons yet chose not to hire her without discussing the need to 
accommodate. 

U2: 10 
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EEOC v. United Virginia 
Bank/ Seaboard National 

The district court found that the bank had a business need to conduct 
credit checks because employees handled large sums of cash. Employers 
should use caution in using credit reports since the average credit scores 
for Hispanics and blacks are roughly five to 25 percent lower than for 
whites and Asians. 

U2: 138 

Faragher v. City of Boca 
Raton 1997 

The Court held that an employer is vicariously liable for actionable 
discrimination caused by a supervisor. The Court also held that such 
liability is subject to an affirmative defense looking to the reasonableness 
of the employer's conduct as well as that of the plaintiff victim.  

U3: 100 
U5: 117 

Flamingo Hilton-Laughlin 

Though the NLRB struck down a rule prohibiting the use of “loud, abusive 
or foul language,” an employer does not need to tolerate profanity; but 
there are differences of opinion regarding the protections for abusive 
language. 

U5: 71 

Friday v. Hughes Aircraft 
Company 1986 

The courts held that the grievance process outlined in a collective 
bargaining agreement preempts state laws and the resolution of the case 
in court.  

U5: 119 

Fullilove v. Klutznick 1980 
The court upholds Congress' decision to set aside a portion of public works 
funds for minority businesses as defined by the Public Works Employment 
Act of 1977. 

U2: 12 

Gratz v. Bollinger 2003 
The court ruled that the admissions program of the Undergraduate School 
of the University of Michigan is unconstitutional, saying that the school’s 
race-based preference violates the law. 

U2: 12 

Griggs v. Duke Power 
Company 1971 

The Supreme Court ruled that selection procedures that exclude a 
disproportionate number of minority employees are illegal when the 
employer cannot demonstrate that the procedures are related to the safe 
and efficient operation of the company.  

U2: 7, 128, 
130 

Grutter v. Bollinger 2003 
The court upheld the admissions program of the University of Michigan 
Law School, agreeing that race is a legitimate factor in evaluating law 
school applicants. 

U2: 12 

Hardison v. Trans World 
Airlines 1974 

The amount of accommodation employers are expected to make was 
partially clarified by the Supreme Court. Accommodation for religious 
observances was defined. 

U2: 10 

Harris v. Forklift Systems, 
Inc. 1993 

Victims do not need to suffer a tangible economic loss to claim 
discrimination on the basis of sex, but the harassment needs to be severe 
or pervasive.  

U5: 156 

Inland Steel v. National 
Labor Relations Board 
1948 

The right of unions to bargain for nonwage benefits was confirmed 
(pensions). 

U4: 155 
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IUE v. Westinghouse 
Electric Corporation 1980 

Compensation systems that are based on intentional discrimination, such 
as paying women less than men for jobs evaluated as being equal in worth, 
is prohibited. 

U4: 109 

Johnson v. Santa Clara 
County Transportation 
Agency 1987 

The court ruled that public employers, as well as private, may voluntarily 
implement affirmative action to correct sex discrimination. 

U2: 12 

Kadlec Medical Center v. 
Lakeview Medical Center 

The 5th Circuit Court upheld a hefty jury award against a medical 
association because two of its doctors knowingly wrote glowing references 
about another physician that were blatant misrepresentations. The court 
concluded that people who write letters of reference do not have an 
affirmative duty to disclose negative information about an applicant, but 
they are liable when they make intentional misrepresentations. 

U2: 135 

Kolstad v. American Dental 
Association 1999 

The court provided a defense against punitive damages to employers who 
exercise “good faith efforts to comply with the discrimination laws.” 

U3: 100 

LaRue v. DeWolff, Boberg 
& Associates 2006 

The court ruled that individuals may sue the sponsors of a defined 
contribution plan for breach of fiduciary duty when they fail to follow the 
investment instructions of plan participants.  

U4: 178 

Linn v. Plant Guard 
Workers 

All covered employees, including nonunion employees, have the right to 
express angry feelings even if they are “intemperate, abusive and 
inaccurate statements” 

U5: 71 

Local 28 v. EEOC 1986 
The court ruled that a federal court properly set a goal of 29 percent 
minority membership in a Sheet Metal Workers local and made the union 
pay for training. 

U2: 12 

Local 93 v. City of 
Cleveland 1986 

The court approved a plan of promotions for firefighters using a 1:1 ratio 
to increase the number of minorities in the upper-level jobs. 

U2: 12 

Massachusetts Mutual Life 
Insurance Co. v. Russell 
1985 

The court ruled that individuals could not sue the fiduciary of a defined 
benefit plan for the poor performance of the entire plan. ERISA’s 
provisions protect the entire plan, rather than the rights of an individual 
beneficiary. 

U4: 178 

McDonnell Douglas v. 
Green 1973 

The conditions for establishing a prima facie case of discrimination were 
established. 

U2: 6 

Meritor Savings Bank, FSB, 
v. Vinson 1986 

The court ruled victims do not need to suffer a tangible economic loss to 
claim discrimination on the basis of sex, but the harassment needs to be 
severe or pervasive.  

U5: 156 

NLRB v. Weingarten 1973 
The right of employees to have union representation at investigatory 
interviews was established. 

U5: 132 

Obergefell v. Hodges 
The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in that same-sex couples have the right to 
marry throughout the United States. 

U2: 9 



Copyright © 2018 Fall by HRCP, L.C.    Page 5 
 

O’Connor v. Consolidated 
Coin Caterers Corporation 
1996 

The requirement that some lower courts had established, that the 
employee also show that she or he was replaced by a younger worker 
outside the protected age group was eliminated by the Supreme Court, 
who also ruled that reverse discrimination does not violate the ADEA. 
Employers may treat older workers more favorably than younger workers 
without fear of violating the ADEA.  

U2: 29 

Oncale v. Sundowner 
Offshore 

The Supreme Court held in that same-sex harassment can be a form of 
actionable harassment based upon sex. 

U2: 9 

Penn Plaza v. Pyett 2009 

The Supreme Court ruled that a collective bargaining agreement that 
required employees to submit complaints to arbitration, including age 
discrimination claims, prevented them from bringing the claim in federal 
court. The court ruled that the arbitration provision was a “bargained-for 
exchange” in the collective bargaining agreement and thus should not be 
interfered with by the courts. 

U5: 119 

Pennsylvania State Police 
v. Nancy Drew Suders 
2004 

The Supreme Court clarified the conditions that qualify as a constructive 
discharge as well as the requirements for an employer to establish an 
affirmative defense. 

U5: 140 

Philadelphia Cordwainers 
case 1806 

The shoemaker employers charged that labor unions were illegal 
conspiracies in restraint of trade. This weapon became known as the 
conspiracy doctrine.  

U5: 37 

Price Waterhouse v. 
Hopkins 

The U.S. Supreme Court held that discrimination based upon not 
conforming to sex-based stereotypes (e.g., a female employee who is 
viewed as acting too masculine) is a form of prohibited sex discrimination. 

U2: 9 

Regents of University of 
California v. Bakke 1978 

The court struck down a medical school admissions plan that favored 
minorities (reverse discrimination), but upheld race as one factor in 
admissions.  

U2: 12, 26 

Ricci et al. v. DeStefano, 
et.al. 2009 

The court ruled that the City of New Haven, CN, could not disregard the 
results of a promotions test that was passed by some white and Hispanic 
firefighters but no black applicants. 

U2: 12 

Scofield et al. v. National 
Labor Relations Board et al 
1969 

The Supreme Court upheld the union’s right to fine members who 
exceeded the piece-work norm. 

U4: 37 

Sharon Taxman v. Board of 
Education of the Township 
of Piscataway 1996 

The Third Circuit Court ruled that the Board of Education of the Township 
of Piscataway violated Title VII when it made race a factor in selecting 
which of two equally qualified employees to lay off when there was no 
manifest imbalance caused by prior discrimination that the board’s action 
was intended to correct. 

U2: 27 
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U.S. v. Paradise 1987 
The court upheld a 1:1 ratio for promoting black state troopers in 
Alabama, saying the Constitution doesn't prohibit this corrective action. 

U2: 12 

United Paper v. Misco Inc. 
1987 

The U.S. Supreme Court unanimously held that, in the absence of proof of 
fraud or dishonesty, a federal district court cannot overturn an arbitrator’s 
decision. The arbitrators’ decision should not be reversed by federal courts 
unless it violates an explicit law. 

U5: 119 

United Steelworkers v. 
Weber 1979 

The Supreme Court ruled against a white male who was trying to get into a 
training program. The court issued a broad ruling that endorsed special 
programs for achieving affirmative action goals and said that the 
preferential treatment these programs provided for minorities was 
consistent with the intent of Congress in creating civil rights legislation. 

U2: 12, 26 

W.W. Cross v. National 
Labor Relations Board 
1949 

The right of unions to bargain for nonwage benefits was confirmed 
(insurance). 

U4: 155 

Walmart v. Dukes 

The U.S. Supreme Court struck down a lower court’s decision to certify a 
class of 1.6 million female employees in what would have been by far the 
nation’s largest class action pay disparity lawsuit. The court found that 
there was not sufficient commonality in the claims and circumstances of all 
1.6 million employees in the potential class. EEOC’s ability to bring suit on 
behalf of a large number of employees is not limited by the Supreme 
Court’s decision. 

U4: 111 

Washington v. Davis 1976 

The Supreme Court affirmed the legality of valid employment tests, even if 
they disqualify a disproportionately larger percent of one ethnic group. 
The court endorsed the use of this exam since it was shown that test 
scores successfully predicted performance in the training program. 

U2: 130 

Watkins v. L.M. Berry & 
Co. 1983 

Employers are allowed to limit or even prohibit personal calls (except in 
emergencies) during working hours, but they may not eavesdrop on them. 

U5: 243 

Wilkinson v. Times Mirror 
Corporation 1989 

A California Court of Appeals upheld a drug testing program for job 
applicants. 

U2: 140 
U5: 209 

Wygant v. Jackson Board 
of Education 1984 

The court ruled that the Constitution bars Jackson, Michigan, from laying 
off white teachers with more seniority than black teachers who remain at 
work. 

U2: 12 

Young v. United Parcel 
Service 

 
The U.S. Supreme Court issued a decision on the Pregnancy Discrimination 
Act focusing on the requirement to treat pregnant employees the same as 
non-pregnant workers similar in their ability or inability to work. An 
important take away from the decision is that if an employer provides an 
accommodation to any similarly-situated non-pregnant employee, the 
employer should probably grant the same accommodation to the pregnant 
employee because of the difficulty (and ambiguity) in establishing a 
legitimate, non-discriminatory reason for denying the accommodation. 

U4: 165 

 


