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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of New Hampshire reviewed the post-verdict judgment in a wrongful discharge
and false imprisonment action brought by a deputy sheriff against the Rockingham County sheriff and
county. The court affirmed judgment notwithstanding the verdict on the wrongful discharge claim,
holding that the evidence did not support a public-policy basis for the termination, but reversed on the
false imprisonment claim because a rational jury could find that the sheriff unlawfully confined the
plaintiff by blocking the hearing-room door. Because the jury returned a general verdict, the court
remanded for a new trial on the false imprisonment claim.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff appealed the Superior Court's order granting defendants'
motion for judgment notwithstanding the verdict or, alternatively, to
set aside the verdict, overturning a $500,000 jury verdict on wrongful
termination and false imprisonment claims.

STANDARD OF REVIEW A JNOV based on sufficiency of the evidence presents a question of
law. The evidence must be viewed in the light most favorable to the
nonmoving party, and JNOV is proper only when the sole reasonable
inference overwhelmingly favors the moving party such that no
contrary verdict could stand. On appeal, the court determines whether
any rational trier of fact could have found the essential elements of the
claim, without weighing evidence or assessing witness credibility.
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precedential.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court properly granted JNOV on MacKenzie's wrongful discharge claim because no
rational juror could find that his termination was motivated by conduct protected by public policy.

2. Whether the trial court properly granted JNOV on MacKenzie's false imprisonment claim because
Linehan had legal authority to detain MacKenzie during the disciplinary hearing.

3. Whether reversal of the false imprisonment JNOV required a new trial because the jury returned a
general verdict and the reviewing court could not determine the basis for the $500,000 award.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court properly granted JNOV on the wrongful discharge claim because the evidence did not
permit a rational juror to find that MacKenzie was terminated for refusing to lie, for expressing
disagreement with management, or for protecting his off-duty time.

2. An employer's supervisory or employment relationship with an employee does not, by itself, provide
legal authority to detain the employee in a disciplinary hearing room by physically blocking the door.

3. Because the jury returned a general verdict and the court could not determine whether the verdict or the
damages award rested on the false imprisonment claim, the proper remedy was reversal and remand for
a new trial on that claim.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A motion for JNOV based upon the sufficiency of the evidence presents a question of law.” (at 388)

“A party is entitled to JNOV based upon the sufficiency of the evidence only when the sole reasonable
inference that may be drawn from the evidence, which must be viewed in the light most favorable to the
nonmoving party, is so overwhelmingly in favor of the moving party that no contrary verdict could stand.” (at
388)

“Public policy does not protect "an employee's expression of disagreement with a management decision."” (at
390)

“An essential element of the offense is the absence of valid legal authority for the restraint imposed.” (at 391)



“Even if the plaintiff were still an employee and subject to defendant Linehan's supervision, this would not
have given defendant Linehan the legal authority to detain him in the hearing room by physically blocking the
door.” (at 391)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

MacKenzie was a Rockingham County deputy sheriff who, while off duty, became involved with another deputy
in an encounter with an apparently unstable man who had a bloody face and may have possessed a gun. After the
man accused the deputies of assault, Sheriff Daniel Linehan investigated and suspended MacKenzie. Linehan
terminated MacKenzie for violating the department's personal behavior rule, which applied on and off duty.
During the termination hearing, Linehan physically blocked the door for approximately thirty seconds,
preventing MacKenzie from leaving.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

MacKenzie sued Linehan and Rockingham County for wrongful discharge and false imprisonment. The claims
were tried to a jury, which returned a general verdict for MacKenzie and awarded $500,000. The trial court later
granted defendants' renewed directed-verdict motion, JNOV motion, and motion to set aside the verdict. The
Supreme Court of New Hampshire affirmed the JNOV on wrongful discharge, reversed the JNOV on false
imprisonment, and remanded for a new trial on that claim.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case was remanded for a new trial on the false imprisonment claim.
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