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SUMMARY

The Tennessee Supreme Court reviewed retaliatory-discharge claims brought by former Chattanooga

Housing Authority employees under the Tennessee Public Protection Act and the Tennessee Human

Rights Act. The court affirmed summary judgment for the defendants on the statutory whistleblower

claims because the plaintiffs could not establish that their protected activity was the sole cause of their

terminations, but reversed summary judgment on the THRA claims because disputed facts existed

regarding causation. The case was remanded.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether summary judgment was proper on the plaintiffs' retaliatory-discharge claims under the
Tennessee Public Protection Act.

2. Whether summary judgment was proper on the plaintiffs' retaliatory-discharge claims under the

Tennessee Human Rights Act.

3. What causation standard applies to retaliatory-discharge claims under the Tennessee Public Protection
Act and the THRA.

4. Whether the Tennessee summary-judgment standard, rather than the federal McDonnell Douglas burden-

shifting framework, governs these claims.

HOLDINGS

1. A claimant under Tennessee Code Annotated section 50-1-304 must prove that the employer terminated
the claimant solely for refusing to participate in or remain silent about illegal activity. Because
undisputed evidence established legitimate reasons for terminating both plaintiffs and the plaintiffs could
not show a genuine issue of material fact on sole causation, summary judgment for defendants was

proper.

2. A THRA retaliation claimant need show only a causal connection between protected activity and
materially adverse employment action, not that the protected activity was the sole cause of the
termination. Because both plaintiffs identified genuine issues of material fact regarding retaliatory

causation, summary judgment on the THRA claims was improper.

3. Tennessee courts must apply the ordinary Tennessee summary-judgment standard in retaliatory-
discharge cases rather than the federal McDonnell Douglas framework for allocating burdens and

ordering proof.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A Whistleblower Act claimant has the burden of proving the following four elements to prevail on his or her
statutory retaliatory discharge claim:” (at 8)

“under the [Whistleblower Act], the plaintiff must demonstrate an exclusive causal relationship between his

whistleblowing activity and his subsequent discharge.” (at 9)

“Importantly, a THRA claim does not require a showing of sole causation as does a Whistleblower Act

claim.” (at 11)

“Viewing the evidence and all reasonable inferences therefrom in the light most favorable to the non-moving
parties and disregarding countervailing proof, we hold that both Mr. Sykes and Mr. Greene have identified



genuine issues of material fact as to whether there was a causal connection between their protected activity

and the materially adverse action taken against them.” (at 14)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Timmy Sykes and Curtis Greene were criminal investigators employed by the Chattanooga Housing Authority's
Public Safety Department. They complained to CHA officials about alleged illegal searches and seizures, racial
profiling, abusive treatment of residents, and other improper practices by department supervisors. Sykes was
suspended and terminated after an investigation involving alleged misconduct, while Greene was disciplined and
later terminated after repeated excessive personal use of a CHA cell phone, including more than one thousand

personal calls during medical leave. Both employees claimed their discipline and termination were retaliatory.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Circuit Court for Hamilton County granted the Chattanooga Housing Authority and Jeff Hazelwood
summary judgment on all claims. The Court of Appeals vacated summary judgment on the THRA claims
because genuine issues of material fact existed and affirmed the judgment on the Tennessee Public Protection
Act claims. The Tennessee Supreme Court granted permission to appeal, affirmed the Court of Appeals, and

remanded the case.

DISPOSITION

affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The judgment of the Court of Appeals was affirmed, and the case was remanded to the Circuit Court for

Hamilton County for further proceedings on the THRA claims.
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