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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of California held that a postjudgment settlement may constitute a favorable
termination for purposes of a malicious prosecution action when the plaintiff obtained a favorable
judgment on the merits and did not relinquish any portion of that judgment. The court affirmed the
Court of Appeal and declined to adopt a blanket rule barring malicious prosecution claims following
settlements.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Siebel brought a malicious prosecution action against attorneys Buell
and Mittlesteadt after the underlying employment litigation ended in a
postjudgment settlement. The trial court granted defendants summary
judgment on the ground that the underlying action had not terminated
favorably for Siebel. The Court of Appeal reversed, and the Supreme
Court affirmed.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The Supreme Court reviewed the summary judgment ruling and the
legal question whether the underlying proceeding terminated favorably
for purposes of a malicious prosecution action.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a postjudgment settlement constitutes a favorable termination for purposes of a subsequent
malicious prosecution action when the malicious prosecution plaintiff obtained a favorable judgment on
the merits and the settlement did not surrender or modify that judgment.

2. Whether the settlement rule applied in Ferreira v. Gray, Cary, Ware & Freidenrich required dismissal of
Siebel's malicious prosecution action merely because the parties compromised other aspects of the
underlying litigation.

HOLDINGS

1. A postjudgment settlement constitutes a favorable termination for purposes of a malicious prosecution
action when the plaintiff received a favorable judgment in the underlying action and settled without
giving up any portion of that judgment in his favor.

2. There is no blanket rule barring a malicious prosecution action whenever the underlying litigation is
resolved by agreement; the court must determine whether the settlement fundamentally changed the
merits-based judgment and whether the termination reflected the plaintiff's innocence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that, in this context, a postjudgment settlement constitutes a favorable termination when the
malicious prosecution plaintiff received a favorable judgment in the underlying action, and settled without
giving up any portion of the judgment in his favor.” (at 156)

“Because Siebel received a favorable judgment in the underlying proceeding and settled without giving up
any portion of the judgment in his favor, we hold that the parties' settlement constitutes a favorable
termination.” (at 161)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Debra Christoffers sued her former employer, SSI, and its chief executive officer, Thomas Siebel, alleging
discrimination, wrongful termination, fraud, and compensation-related claims. The claims against Siebel were
resolved by demurrer, summary adjudication, or voluntary dismissal, and a jury rejected the remaining fraud and
wrongful-termination claims against him while entering judgment favorable to him. After judgment, the parties
settled their appeals; the settlement reduced amounts awarded to Christoffers against SSI but did not alter the
judgment in Siebel's favor. Siebel then sued Christoffers's attorneys for malicious prosecution.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

In the underlying action, a jury entered judgment favorable to Siebel on the claims asserted against him
personally, although SSI was liable for unpaid commissions and the parties later settled their appeals. The
settlement compromised amounts awarded to Christoffers against SSI but did not modify the judgment in



Siebel's favor. The trial court granted defendants summary judgment on the favorable-termination issue; the
Court of Appeal reversed; the California Supreme Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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