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SUMMARY

The Washington Supreme Court affirmed summary dismissal of Michelle Snyder’s claims against her
former employer for constructive discharge, disability discrimination based on failure to
accommodate, outrage, and negligent infliction of emotional distress. The court held that Washington
recognizes wrongful discharge rather than a standalone constructive-discharge claim, that the
employer had no duty to accommodate a disability not disclosed before the relevant employment
decisions, and that the alleged conduct did not support liability against the employer for the asserted
tort claims.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Washington recognizes constructive discharge as an independent cause of action.

2. Whether MSC had a duty under Washington's Law Against Discrimination to accommodate Snyder's
alleged mental disability before Snyder informed MSC of the disability, including by providing a new
supervisor or transferring her.

3. Whether Snyder presented a prima facie claim for the tort of outrage against MSC based on Hall's
conduct.

4. Whether Snyder presented a cognizable claim for negligent infliction of emotional distress based on
MSC's handling of workplace disputes.

HOLDINGS

1. Washington does not recognize constructive discharge as an independent cause of action; constructive
discharge may be part of a wrongful-discharge claim, which requires a discharge contravening a clear
mandate of public policy. Because Snyder did not allege that her constructive discharge violated a
recognized public policy, dismissal was proper.

2. An employer's duty to reasonably accommodate a disability does not arise until the employer is made
aware of the disability. Because Snyder did not inform MSC of her alleged disability until after her prior
transfer requests had been denied, those denials could not support a failure-to-accommodate claim. In
addition, WLAD does not require an employer to accommodate a disability by providing a new
supervisor.

3. MSC was not liable as a matter of law for Hall's intentional tortious conduct because Hall acted outside
the scope of her employment and MSC prohibited supervisors from using physical force or threats of
physical force. Snyder's outrage claim against MSC was therefore properly dismissed.

4. Absent a statutory or public-policy mandate, an employer does not owe employees a duty to use
reasonable care to avoid the inadvertent infliction of emotional distress when responding to workplace
disputes. Because Snyder identified no applicable duty and her claim concerned a workplace dispute or
personality difference, dismissal was proper.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We recognize an exception to the terminable-at-will doctrine by permitting a cause of action for wrongful
discharge only “where the discharge contravenes a ‘clear mandate of public policy.’ ”” (239)



“Because Snyder did not inform MSC of her disability prior to seeking a transfer to another position in the
company, no duty to accommodate that disability ever arose.” (240)

“We find these cases persuasive and conclude that there is no duty under WLAD to reasonably accommodate
an employee’s disability by providing her with a new supervisor.” (242)

“MSC is not liable, as a matter of law, for the intentional torts committed by Ms. Hall acting outside the
scope of her employment.” (243)

“Absent a statutory or public policy mandate, employers do not owe employees a duty to use reasonable care
to avoid the inadvertent infliction of emotional distress when responding to workplace disputes.” (244)

“The utility of permitting employers to handle workplace disputes outweighs the risk of harm to employees
who may exhibit symptoms of emotional distress as a result.” (245)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Michelle Snyder worked as a case manager for Medical Service Corporation of Eastern Washington under
supervisor Celestine Hall, whom employees described as intimidating and harassing. After Hall mocked Snyder
at a staff meeting, poked her in the chest, and accused her of insubordination, Snyder took medical leave and
later informed Hall's supervisor that she had posttraumatic stress disorder and could not work under Hall. Snyder
requested either a direct reporting relationship or a transfer, but she ultimately accepted a full-time position with
another company and did not return to MSC.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court granted Medical Service Corporation summary judgment dismissing Snyder's civil action.
Division Three of the Court of Appeals affirmed. The Washington Supreme Court granted review and affirmed
both decisions.
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affirmed
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