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SUMMARY

The South Dakota Supreme Court affirmed the denial of Jill Lenards’s motion for a new trial after a
jury returned a general verdict for John DeBoer in a negligence action arising from a motor-vehicle
collision. The Court held that disputed causation and pain-and-suffering damages, together with the
general verdict, precluded review of Lenards’s liability-related claims. A special concurrence stated
that the unavoidable-accident jury instruction was improper but agreed that the judgment should be
affirmed because the general verdict prevented determining the basis of the jury’s decision.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff appealed the denial of her motion for a new trial after a jury
returned a general verdict for the defendant in a negligence action
arising from a motor-vehicle collision.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Denial of a motion for a new trial is reviewed for abuse of discretion.
A jury verdict is upheld if it can be explained with reference to the
evidence viewed in the light most favorable to the verdict, and it is set
aside only in extreme cases involving passion, prejudice, or a palpable
mistake of law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the evidence was insufficient to support the jury's general verdict for DeBoer.

2. Whether the circuit court erred by instructing the jury that it could find the collision an unavoidable
accident.

3. Whether Lenards was entitled to a directed verdict on liability.

HOLDINGS

1. The causation and amount of Lenards's claimed pain-and-suffering damages were disputed factual
questions for the jury because the evidence could support a finding that her lower-back and leg
symptoms were not caused by the collision.

2. When a general verdict could have been based on either a proper or an improper theory, the reviewing
court assumes that the jury decided the case on the proper theory; where damages are disputed, the
general verdict precludes review of liability issues.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“This Court should only set a jury’s verdict aside in ‘extreme cases’ where the jury has acted under passion or
prejudice or where ‘the jury has palpably mistaken the rules of law.’” (¶ 10)

“Because a general verdict form was used, ‘we have no way of knowing whether the jury’ based its decision
on the issue of liability or damages.” (¶ 14)

“We therefore affirm without reaching Lenards’ liability issues.” (¶ 15)

“Sunlight reflecting on a clear summer’s day is a condition known to drivers or, at the very least, a condition
of which a reasonably prudent driver should be aware.” (¶ 19)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

DeBoer rear-ended Lenards's vehicle while she was stopped and waiting to turn left. DeBoer pleaded guilty to
careless driving but testified that sunlight reflecting from Lenards's rear window temporarily blinded him and
that the collision was unavoidable. Lenards initially reported little or no injury, did not report lower-back pain
until more than three weeks after the accident, and had no objective findings of spinal injury. She limited her
claim to pain and suffering involving her lower back and leg, while defense medical evidence attributed
continuing symptoms to non-accident-related conditions including arthritis, obesity, and macromastia.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Lenards sued DeBoer for pain-and-suffering damages allegedly caused by the collision. The circuit court denied
Lenards's motion for a directed verdict on liability, instructed the jury on unavoidable accident over her
objection, and submitted the case on a general verdict. The jury found for DeBoer, the circuit court denied



Lenards's motion for a new trial, and the South Dakota Supreme Court affirmed without reaching the asserted
liability errors.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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