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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Georgia affirmed the Court of Appeals' refusal to consider alternative grounds
for summary judgment that the trial court had not addressed. The court held that appellate courts have
discretion in applying the “right for any reason” rule, particularly where multiple grounds and factual
disputes are involved and the alternative arguments were not adequately presented on appeal. Separate
opinions disagreed over whether the rule generally requires consideration of alternative grounds
despite erroneous reasoning by the trial court.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether an appellate court must apply the right-for-any-reason rule to alternative grounds for summary
judgment that were raised in the trial court but not addressed in the trial court's order.

2. Whether the Court of Appeals abused its discretion by refusing to consider the City's unaddressed
alternative grounds because the trial court had relied on erroneous legal theories.

3. How the de novo standard of summary-judgment review interacts with the principle that appellate courts
generally review only rulings made by the trial court.

HOLDINGS

1. The right-for-any-reason rule and the principle that appellate courts generally do not decide issues not
ruled on below both serve important interests, and neither invariably controls. The appellate court has
discretion to consider unaddressed grounds when doing so promotes efficiency or to return the case to
the trial court for rulings on those grounds.

2. The Court of Appeals did not abuse its discretion by refusing to address the City's alternative grounds
for summary judgment because the trial court had ruled on only two grounds, factual disputes existed
concerning at least one additional ground, and the alternative grounds had not been fully briefed and
argued by both parties on appeal.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“As these two principles both advance substantial interests, we cannot declare that one is always to take
precedence over the other. Rather, the circumstances of individual appeals must guide the appellate courts as
to how best to proceed.” (275 Ga. at 837-838)

“Which course to pursue must be left to the appellate court's discretion.” (275 Ga. at 839)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Jack Dodd retired from the City of Gainesville's police department in June 1995 and began receiving a
retirement pension. In 1998, the City notified him that he was entitled to a lower pension and demanded
repayment of alleged overpayments. Dodd claimed that the City had represented he would receive the higher
amount and that he relied on that representation when deciding to retire; he sued the City for breach of contract
and tort claims.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court granted the City summary judgment on contract and tort claims arising from the calculation of
Dodd's retirement benefits. The Court of Appeals reversed, concluding that factual issues remained on the tort



claim and that the at-will employment doctrine did not bar the contract claim. It declined to consider alternative
summary-judgment grounds not ruled on by the trial court. The Supreme Court granted certiorari and affirmed
that refusal.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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