UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF

TENNESSEE

Ward v. KaTom Restaurant Supply, Inc.

Ward - No. 3:24-cv-119 - Decided January 23, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of Tennessee ruled on KaTom Restaurant

Supply, Inc.'s motion for summary judgment in Jack Ward's Title VII action alleging transgender

discrimination, retaliation, and hostile work environment. The court denied summary judgment on the

sex discrimination claim because factual disputes remained regarding discriminatory animus and the

role of a decisionmaker in Ward's termination. The court granted summary judgment on the retaliation

and hostile work environment claims.
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Defendant moved for summary judgment on all of Plaintiff's Title VII
claims. The district court granted summary judgment on the retaliation
and hostile work environment claims and denied it on the transgender-
based sex discrimination claim.

Summary judgment is proper when the movant shows that there is no
genuine dispute as to any material fact and the movant is entitled to
judgment as a matter of law. The court views the evidence and
reasonable inferences in the light most favorable to the nonmovant and

may not weigh evidence or assess credibility.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether genuine disputes of material fact precluded summary judgment on Ward's Title VII sex

discrimination claim based on his transgender identity and termination.

2. Whether Ward engaged in protected activity sufficient to support a Title VII retaliation claim when he

emailed human resources to clarify the restroom policy.

3. Whether the alleged comments, restroom restriction, and related conduct were sufficiently severe or

pervasive to establish a Title VII hostile work environment.

HOLDINGS

1. Summary judgment was denied because genuine disputes existed regarding whether Ward was

terminated because of his transgender identity.
2. KaTom was entitled to summary judgment because Ward did not engage in protected activity.

3. KaTom was entitled to summary judgment because the alleged harassment was not objectively severe or

pervasive.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Viewing the evidence in the light most favorable to Ward and drawing all reasonable inferences in his favor,
there is genuine factual dispute as to whether Ward was terminated because of his transgender identity.”
(Section II1.A)

“This seeking of clarification, without more, is insufficient to show that Ward “took an overt stand against

suspected illegal discriminatory action.”” (Section I11.B)

“Viewing the January 26th comments and the restroom policy in the totality of the circumstances as the Court
must, see Bowman, 220 F.3d at 463, it is apparent no reasonable factfinder could conclude that Ward has
cleared the “high bar” of showing he was subjected to objectively severe or pervasive harassment.” (Section
111.C)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Ward was hired by KaTom as a designer shortly after informing the company that he was transitioning from
female to male and would use the name Char and he/him pronouns. During a January 26, 2023 meeting, a
company vice president objected to discussing Ward's gender identity, declined to use pronouns for Ward,
questioned his name change, and restricted Ward's restroom access to women's or gender-neutral restrooms.
Ward was terminated on February 16, 2023, ostensibly for misuse of Microsoft Teams and related
insubordination, but the record disputed who made the termination decision and whether the vice president
participated in it. Ward's email seeking clarification of the restroom policy did not expressly oppose or

characterize the policy as discriminatory.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Jack Ward filed suit alleging that KaTom Restaurant Supply, Inc. discriminated against him because of his
transgender identity, retaliated against him for opposing a restroom policy, and subjected him to a hostile work
environment, all under Title VII. KaTom moved for summary judgment. The court granted the motion in part,
dismissed the retaliation and hostile work environment claims with prejudice, and allowed the sex discrimination

claim concerning Ward's termination to proceed to trial.
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