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SUMMARY

Justice Sharon G. Lee dissents from the Tennessee Supreme Court’s decision upholding Tennessee’s

statutory cap on noneconomic damages. The dissent argues that Tennessee Code Annotated section 29-

39-102 violates the constitutional right to trial by jury by overriding a jury’s determination of

noneconomic damages in negligence actions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Tennessee Code Annotated section 29-39-102 violates Article I, section 6 of the Tennessee

Constitution by limiting a jury's award of noneconomic damages.

2. Whether the General Assembly may legislatively limit the amount of damages determined by a jury in a

common-law negligence action without a constitutional amendment ratified by the voters.

3. Whether applying the statutory cap after a jury determines damages impermissibly invades the jury's

constitutional role.

HOLDINGS

1. In the dissent's view, Tennessee Code Annotated section 29-39-102 is unconstitutional because it permits
the legislature to override a jury's determination of noneconomic damages in a common-law negligence

action.

2. In the dissent's view, the General Assembly may not diminish the constitutional jury-trial right by
statute; any amendment to the Tennessee Constitution must proceed through the constitutional

amendment and voter-ratification process.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The Tennessee Constitution guarantees that the “right of trial by jury shall remain inviolate.”” (-1)

“Thus, the damages cap statute unconstitutionally takes away a citizen’s right to trial by jury on noneconomic

damages.” (-1)

“Thus, if courts cannot require a party to accept a reduction in a jury’s award of damages, then it stands to

reason that the legislature cannot by statutory enactment preempt a jury’s award.” (-3)
“Such an argument pays lip service to the form of the jury but robs the institution of its function” (-8)

“allowing a trial judge, after considering the attendant circumstances and proof in a case, to offer a plaintiff
the choice to avoid a new trial is a far cry from legislatively reversing a jury’s assessment of the amount of

damages” (-9)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The opinion addresses the legal effect of Tennessee's statutory cap on noneconomic damages rather than
resolving a detailed underlying factual record. The statute generally limits noneconomic damages to $750,000,
or $1,000,000 in catastrophic-injury cases. The dissent uses the severe injuries and large noneconomic-damages

verdict in Meals ex rel. Meals v. Ford Motor Co. as an illustration of the statute's potential consequences.
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The United States District Court for the Middle District of Tennessee certified a question of state law to the
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