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SUMMARY

The West Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals affirmed summary judgment for Grafton City Hospital
in Martha Knotts’s age-discrimination action under the West Virginia Human Rights Act. The court
held that Knotts failed to establish a prima facie case because her replacement and proposed
comparators did not support an inference of age discrimination under existing West Virginia law. The
court declined to address pretext because the prima facie case was not established.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether evidence that Knotts was replaced by an employee substantially younger than her, but still over
forty, established a prima facie case of age discrimination under the West Virginia Human Rights Act.

2. Whether evidence that Knotts was treated less favorably than substantially younger employees, who
were also over forty, established a prima facie case of age discrimination.

3. Whether Knotts presented sufficient evidence that the hospital's legitimate, nondiscriminatory reason for
termination was pretextual.

HOLDINGS

1. The circuit court's entry of summary judgment is reviewed de novo, and summary judgment is proper
when the record shows no genuine issue of material fact and the moving party is entitled to judgment as
a matter of law.

2. A plaintiff establishes a prima facie case of employment discrimination under the West Virginia Human
Rights Act by proving that the plaintiff is a member of a protected class, the employer made an adverse
employment decision, and but for the plaintiff's protected status the adverse decision would not have
been made.

3. The court declined to overrule existing West Virginia law requiring the plaintiff to establish the
applicable prima facie standard under Conaway and Young; evidence that a replacement was
substantially younger but still over forty was insufficient on the record to establish Knotts's prima facie
case.

4. Comparator evidence involving employees who were also over forty did not establish an inference of
age discrimination because those employees were members of the same protected age class as Knotts.

5. The court did not reach the pretext issue because Knotts failed to establish a prima facie case of age
discrimination.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We review a circuit court’s entry of summary judgment de novo.” (at 3)

“Based upon our review of the record in this case, we find no error in the circuit court’s award of summary
judgment to respondent.” (at 5)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Martha Knotts worked as a hospital housekeeper beginning in 2005. In April 2012, she repeatedly asked
patients, a patient's family member, and emergency medical personnel questions concerning medical conditions
or activities, despite a hospital confidentiality policy, prior admonitions, and recent confidentiality and HIPAA
training. After an investigation, the hospital terminated her employment for flagrant and repetitive violations of
its confidentiality policy. Knotts, who was over forty, alleged that the termination was age discrimination.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Knotts filed suit on August 31, 2012, asserting a single claim for age discrimination under the West Virginia
Human Rights Act. After discovery, Grafton City Hospital moved for summary judgment. The Circuit Court of
Taylor County granted the motion on July 8, 2014, and denied Knotts's motion to alter or amend the judgment.
The Supreme Court of Appeals of West Virginia affirmed by memorandum decision.
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