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SUMMARY

The Towa Supreme Court reviewed a disability-discrimination and failure-to-accommodate action

brought by former Des Moines police sergeant Matthew Lewis Hunter under the Iowa Civil Rights

Act. The court held that Hunter’s disability-discrimination claim was properly submitted to the jury

but that a flawed jury instruction required a new trial, and it held that the failure-to-accommodate

claim failed as a matter of law. The court affirmed the court of appeals, reversed the district court

judgment, and remanded for a new trial limited to the disability-discrimination claim.
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The City appealed after a jury found it liable under the lowa Civil
Rights Act for disability discrimination and failure to accommodate,
and the Iowa Court of Appeals reversed the district court judgment and
remanded for a new trial on the disability-discrimination claim. The

Iowa Supreme Court granted further review.

Motions for directed verdict and judgment notwithstanding the verdict
are reviewed for correction of errors at law, viewing the evidence in
the light most favorable to the party opposing the motion. Alleged

jury-instruction errors are also reviewed for correction of errors at law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether sufficient evidence supported submitting Hunter's disability-discrimination claim to the jury,
including whether he was qualified to perform the essential functions of a police officer and whether his

disability was a motivating factor in his termination.

2. Whether Hunter's request for time and treatment as an accommodation, made after his misconduct and
after termination had been recommended, was timely and legally sufficient to support a failure-to-

accommodate claim.

3. Whether the district court's stereotypes jury instruction misstated the law by allowing liability without
proof of intentional discrimination because of disability.

4. Whether the district court properly refused the City's proposed rules-of-conduct and comparator-

evidence jury instructions.

HOLDINGS

1. A diagnosis of PTSD does not, as a matter of law, render a law-enforcement officer unqualified. Because
the evidence could support a finding that Hunter could perform the essential functions of the position

with or without reasonable accommodation, the qualification issue was properly submitted to the jury.

2. Hunter presented sufficient evidence to create a jury question on whether his PTSD disability was a

motivating factor in the City's termination decision.

3. Hunter's request for time and treatment made after his terminable misconduct and after termination had

been recommended was too late to support a failure-to-accommodate claim.

4. The stereotypes instruction was erroneous because it permitted the jury to find unlawful discrimination
based on unrecognized or unconscious bias and treatment different from how the employee would have
been treated without a disability, without requiring proof of intentional discrimination because of

disability and the other elements of a disparate-treatment claim.

5. The district court properly refused the City's proposed rules-of-conduct instruction because existing
instructions adequately addressed termination for misconduct and the same-decision defense. It also
properly refused the proposed comparator instruction because requiring identical conduct without

mitigating or distinguishing circumstances was too restrictive.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We also agree with the court of appeals that the plaintiff’s failure-to-accommodate claim fails as a matter of
law.” (3)



“We reaffirm what we recently said in Rumsey—that seeking an accommodation after engaging in terminable

misconduct is too late” (23-24)

“An employer who is “unaware of bias ”—the paradigm of Instruction No. 26—normally can’t be engaging in

intentional discrimination.” (26-27)

“The ICRA does not “eradicate discrimination in all forms.” Rather, as relevant here, it prohibits certain
types of discrimination, specifically discharging an employee who was otherwise qualified because of their
disability.” (27)

“As for the City’s comparator instruction, we agree with the court of appeals that it was too restrictive.” (36)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Matthew Hunter was a Des Moines police sergeant whose former partner and close friend died by suicide. After
experiencing psychological symptoms, Hunter drank heavily at a wedding celebration, drove away, and engaged
in abusive, threatening, and sometimes homophobic and misogynistic conduct toward other law-enforcement
officers during his arrest and detention. He later sought counseling and was diagnosed with PTSD related to the
suicide, disclosing the diagnosis to the police chief during a pre-disciplinary meeting. The chief terminated
Hunter the next day, and Hunter alleged that the termination discriminated against him because of PTSD and

denied him a reasonable accommodation.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After exhausting administrative remedies, Hunter sued the City in Polk County District Court under the ITowa
Civil Rights Act. A jury found for Hunter on disability discrimination and failure to accommodate and awarded
more than $2.6 million in damages; the district court also awarded attorney fees. The Iowa Court of Appeals held
that the disability-discrimination claim was supported by sufficient evidence but required a new trial because of
an erroneous stereotypes instruction, and held that the City was entitled to judgment as a matter of law on the
accommodation claim. The Iowa Supreme Court affirmed the court of appeals, reversed the district court

judgment, and remanded for a new trial on the disability-discrimination claim.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand for a new trial limited to Hunter's disability-discrimination claim. The failure-to-accommodate claim is

resolved in favor of the City as a matter of law.
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