
UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
EASTERN DISTRICT OF TENNESSEE 

 
EQUAL EMPLOYMENT ) 
OPPORTUNITY COMMISSION, ) 
  ) 
 Plaintiff, ) 
  ) 
and  ) 
  ) 
ESTELA BLACK, ) 
  ) 
 Intervening Plaintiff,  ) 
  ) 
v.  ) No.: 1:17-CV-31-TAV-CHS 
  ) 
HP PELZER AUTOMOTIVE  ) 
SYSTEMS, INC., ) 
  ) 
 Defendant. ) 
 
 

MEMORANDUM OPINION AND ORDER  

 This civil action is before the Court on defendant’s Motion for Summary Judgment 

[Doc. 69].  Plaintiff responded in opposition [Doc. 71], and defendant replied [Doc. 76].  

After careful consideration of the law and the parties’ arguments, and for the reasons stated 

herein, the Court will deny defendant’s motion. 

I. Background1 

 Plaintiff Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (“EEOC”) and intervening 

plaintiff Estela Black (together, “plaintiffs”) brought this action under Title VII of the Civil 

                                              
1 The Court will only include facts necessary to its analysis of defendant’s motion [Doc. 

69].  The facts are construed in the light most favorable to plaintiff when supported by admissible 
evidence.  Godawa v. Byrd, 798 F.3d 457, 463 (6th Cir. 2015). 
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Rights Act of 1964 against defendant HP Pelzer Automotive Systems, Inc. (“defendant”), 

an automobile parts manufacturer [Doc. 70 p.1].  Plaintiffs assert that defendant terminated 

Black in retaliation for filing a sexual harassment complaint against Larry Strange, who 

was serving as the Plant Human Resources Manager of HP Pelzer [Id.].2   

 Defendant hired Black as a production operator at its facility in Athens, Tennessee 

[Doc. 1 ¶ 11].  As a new hire, Black was required to attend orientation where Strange 

discussed the employee dress code [Id.].  Plaintiffs assert that Black told Strange, “I don’t 

want to see no crack,” in response to Strange’s statement regarding the rule allowing 

employees to wear shorts [Id.].  Plaintiffs assert that Strange told Black, “Drop your pants 

and I will take a picture of you and use you as an example” [Id.].  A few weeks later, 

Strange held another meeting on ear protection [Id.].  Plaintiffs assert that Strange stated, 

“Only way you women will understand is to be yelled at” [Id.].    

 Black initially reported both these incidents to her supervisor but was told that she 

needed to report the incidents to higher authorities [Id.].  Black spoke with Eric Weiss, HP 

Pelzer’s plant manager twice but was told on the second time that she needed to get back 

to work and that there was not enough time to investigate the incidents [Id.].  Black spoke 

with HP Pelzer’s Chief Operating Officer, Stuart McRobbie, who told Weiss to conduct an 

investigation [Id.].  Black identified two co-workers as witnesses—Sarah Kennedy was 

present for the alleged comment about Black dropping her pants, and Katherine Morris was 

                                              
 2 The Court notes that plaintiffs only raise a retaliation claim and not a claim for the 
underlying harassment.   
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present for the alleged comment about the effectiveness of yelling at women [Doc. 70 pp. 

8–10].  Defendant identified a third individual, Theresa Miller, who attended orientation 

[Id.].  The witnesses failed to confirm Black’s account of the events, which Weiss reported 

to HP Pelzer’s Director of Human Resources, Lynn Schnepp [Id.].  Schnepp, in turn, spoke 

with Strange [Id.].  Weiss reported the results of the investigation to Black, and after 

reviewing HP Pelzer’s policy, which disciplined employees who “purposefully falsified a 

claim of harassment,” Weiss terminated Black [Id.].   

 Plaintiffs bring this action, alleging that defendant retaliated against Black for 

complaining about sexual harassment [Id. p. 1].  They ask this Court to permanently enjoin 

defendant from retaliation for opposing discriminatory practices, they seek an order 

requiring defendant to institute equal employment opportunities, they request backpay and 

reinstatement of Black, and they seek pecuniary, nonpecuniary, and punitive damages [Id. 

pp 6–7].  

II. Standard of Review 

Summary judgment under Rule 56 of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure is proper 

“if the movant shows that there is no genuine dispute as to any material fact and the movant 

is entitled to judgment as a matter of law.”  Fed. R. Civ. P. 56(a).  The moving party bears 

the burden of establishing that no genuine issues of material fact exist.  Celotex Corp. v. 

Catrett, 477 U.S. 317, 330 n.2 (1986); Moore v. Philip Morris Cos., 8 F.3d 335, 339 (6th 

Cir. 1993).  All facts and all inferences to be drawn therefrom must be viewed in the light 
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most favorable to the nonmoving party.  Matsushita Elec. Indus. Co. v. Zenith Radio Corp., 

475 U.S. 574, 587 (1986); Burchett v. Kiefer, 301 F.3d 937, 942 (6th Cir. 2002). 

 Yet, “[o]nce the moving party presents evidence sufficient to support a motion under 

Rule 56, the nonmoving party is not entitled to a trial merely on the basis of allegations.”  

Curtis Through Curtis v. Universal Match Corp., 778 F. Supp. 1421, 1423 (E.D. Tenn. 

1991) (citing Celotex, 477 U.S. at 317).  To establish a genuine issue as to the existence of 

a particular element, the nonmoving party must point to evidence in the record upon which 

a reasonable finder of fact could find in its favor.  Anderson v. Liberty Lobby, Inc., 477 

U.S. 242, 248 (1986).  The genuine issue must also be material; that is, it must involve 

facts that might affect the outcome of the suit under the governing law.  Id. 

 The Court’s function at the point of summary judgment is limited to determining 

whether sufficient evidence has been presented to make the issue of fact a proper question 

for the factfinder.  Id. at 250.  The Court does not weigh the evidence or determine the truth 

of the matter.  Id. at 249.  Nor does the Court search the record “to establish that it is bereft 

of a genuine issue of material fact.”  Street v. J.C. Bradford & Co., 886 F.2d 1472, 1479–

80 (6th Cir. 1989).  Thus, “the inquiry performed is the threshold inquiry of determining 

whether there is a need for a trial—whether, in other words, there are any genuine factual 

issues that properly can be resolved only by a finder of fact because they may reasonably 

be resolved in favor of either party.”  Anderson, 477 U.S. at 250. 
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III. Analysis 

A. Burden-Shifting Framework 
 
 To succeed on a retaliation claim under Title VII, plaintiffs must show: “1) plaintiff 

engaged in activity protected by Title VII; 2) plaintiff's exercise of his civil rights was 

known by the defendant; 3) that, thereafter, the defendant took an employment action 

adverse to the plaintiff; and 4) that there was a causal connection between the protected 

activity and the adverse employment action. Equal Emp’t Opportunity Comm 'n v. Avery 

Dennison Corp., 104 F.3d 858, 860 (6th Cir. 1997).  If plaintiffs establish a prima facie 

case, then defendant would then have the burden of showing a legitimate, 

nondiscriminatory reason for its action.  Fuhr v. Hazel Park School Dist., 710 F.3d 668, 

674 (6th Cir. 2013).  If defendant is successful, the burden returns to plaintiff to show “by 

a preponderance of the evidence that the proffered reason was a mere pretext for 

discrimination.” Id. at 675.  Plaintiff must show that the employer “did not honestly believe 

in the proffered nondiscriminatory reason for its adverse employment action.”  Braithwaite 

v. Timken Co.  258 F.3d 488, 494 (6th Cir. 2001) (internal citation omitted).   

 The Court must first determine whether Black’s activity was protected under Title 

VII.  Title VII protects employees from employer retaliation for “opposing any practice 

that the employee reasonably believes to be a violation of Title VII.”  Johnson, 215 F.3d 

at 579.  “Opposing” conduct includes “complaining to anyone . . . about allegedly unlawful 

practices.”  Id.  The employee only must have a “reasonable and good faith belief” that the 
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conduct was unlawful—that is, even if the conduct is ultimately found to be lawful, an 

employer can still violate the Title VII retaliation provision.  Id. at 579–580. 

B. Defendant’s Arguments 
 
 Defendant claims that it conducted a thorough investigation and did not find any 

evidence supporting Black’s assertions.  According to defendant, Weiss and a human 

resources generalist interviewed Black, Strange, and three potential witnesses: Kennedy, 

Morris, and Miller [Doc. 70 p. 8].  Kennedy denied that Strange told Black to pull down 

her pants or turn around to take a picture of her “butt crack” [Id. p. 9].  She stated that she 

would have reported such a statement if she had heard it [Id.]. Miller, too, said that she did 

not hear anything out of the ordinary at training and definitely would have remembered if 

Strange told Black to pull down her pants [Id. p. 10].  Morris stated that she had never even 

heard Strange talking to Black, and she was surprised to hear that Strange was being 

accused of harassment [Id. p. 10].  After these interviews, and after Weiss conducted a 

thorough interview, he formed a good-faith belief that Black had filed a false complaint 

against Strange [Id. p. 11]. 

 According to defendant, Weiss met with Black in the presence of other individuals 

employed by defendant, and he told her that no witnesses had confirmed her story [Id. p. 

13].  Black agreed that there was nothing more that Weiss could have done to further 

investigate her claim [Id.].  When Weiss gave Black the opportunity to resign, she 

responded by exclaiming, “bullshit,” and walking away [Id.].  Defendant subsequently 

processed Black’s termination, and Black never appealed or disputed the termination [Id.].   
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 Defendant first argues that Black did not engage in protected activity under Title 

VII.  Defendant asserts that courts have held that dishonesty is a legitimate, 

nondiscriminatory and non-retaliatory reason for termination.  Defendant argues that the 

opposition clause, which protects employees who oppose discriminatory actions, only 

protects employees who protest alleged discrimination in good faith.  Parker v. Dept. of 

Veterans Affairs Agency, 2015 M.S.P.B. 30, Pl 7 (M.S.P.B. 2015) (citing Mattson v. 

Caterpillar, Inc., 359 F.3d 885, 890–91 (7th Cir. 2004).  Defendant cites Villa v. 

CavaMezze Grill, LLC, where the Fourth Circuit held that firing an employee who reported 

alleged sexual harassment of other female employees by her manager did not violate Title 

VII because the employer honestly believed she had fabricated the report.  858 F.3d 896, 

899–900 (4th Cir. 2017).   

 This case is distinguishable from Villa for several reasons.  First, the Court notes 

that in Villa, the alleged sexual harassment was not directed at the plaintiff, but rather her 

coworkers.  Id.  While Title VII protects employees that report harassment of others, the 

question is still whether that employee subjectively believed that the violation had 

occurred.  Id. at 901.  When evaluating a complaint, the company’s investigation will 

inevitably be different when evaluating the subjective belief of an individual reporting 

harassment against another individual as opposed to the victim reporting harassment.  See 

infra Section III.D.  In addition, the plaintiff in Villa conceded pretext, so the Fourth Circuit 

stated that it was unnecessary to evaluate the adequacy of the investigation.  Id. at 905; see 
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infra Section III.D.  Therefore, Villa’s applicability to this case in determining whether 

Black engaged in protected activity is limited.   

 Defendant next argues that plaintiffs are unable to prove causation or pretext.  

Defendant maintains that it believed Black’s report was falsified and thus believed Black 

was not engaging in protected activity [Doc. 70 p. 20].  Defendant cites Loyd v. Saint 

Joseph Mercy Oakland, which held that the “key inquiry” in a Title VII dispute is “whether 

the employer made a reasonably informed and considered decision before taking adverse 

employment action.”  766 F.3d 580, 590–91 (6th Cir. 2014).  Under the honest-belief rule, 

“an employer is entitled to summary judgment on pretext even if its conclusion is later 

shown to be mistaken, foolish, trivial, or baseless.”  Id. (internal quotation marks omitted).  

Defendant argues that in this case, it did everything it could to investigate Black’s claims, 

and because all alleged witnesses denied Black’s claims, defendant had an honest belief 

that Black was fabricating her story. 

 Defendant’s harassment policy3 states, in pertinent part: 
 

Any employee who feels that he or she is being harassed is encouraged to 
immediately report any incident(s) to Human Resources. However, if you feel that 
Human Resources did not, cannot, or will not consider the problem, then feel free 
to contact higher management in person. If you feel uncomfortable reporting the 
problem in person, then you may advise higher management of the problem in 
writing. . . .  
 
All complaints of harassment will be reviewed, and if the complaints are 
determined by the Company to have merit, measures for correcting the situation 
will be immediately taken. All company personnel are expected to cooperate fully 
with any such investigation.  
 

                                              
 3 The EEOC agrees that defendant’s policy is lawful [Doc. 70-10 p. 4].  
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Employees who engage in harassment will be subject to discipline, up to and 
including discharge, as determined appropriate by the Company. If the Company 
determines that a complaining employee has purposefully falsified a claim of 
harassment, the complaining employee will likewise be subject to discipline, up to 
and including discharge, as determined appropriate by the Company.  
 
The Company will apprise the complaining employee of its determination. Should 
the complaining employee feel that the matter is not being satisfactorily dealt with 
or wishes to bring the matter to higher management other than Corporate Human 
Resources, then the employee should immediately notify the Vice President or 
President of the Company. 

 
[Doc. 70-8].  Defendant argues that it complied with its procedure and that Black was able 

to raise her complaint with the appropriate individuals. 

C. Plaintiffs’ Arguments 
 
 Plaintiffs argue that they have established a prima facie case [Doc. 72 p. 9].  They 

first assert that Black engaged in protected activity by reporting sexual harassment.  

Plaintiffs argue that just because witnesses did not corroborate Black’s story, it is the role 

of the jury to determine witness credibility [Id. (citing Smith v. Rosebud Farmstand, No. 

11-cv-09147, 2016 WL 59112886, at *7 (N.D. Ill. Oct. 11, 2016))].  Plaintiffs argue that 

defendant bypasses the burden-shifting analysis by asking the court to consider the 

employer’s nondiscriminatory reason for termination while simultaneously considering the 

prima facie case [Id. (citing Wexler v. White’s Fine Furniture, Inc., 317 F.3d 564, 574 (6th 

Cir. 2003))].   

 Plaintiffs next argue that regardless of whether Black was actually subject to sexual 

harassment, she only needed a good faith belief that she suffered sexual harassment for her 

complaint to be considered protected activity [Doc. 72 p. 11].  Plaintiffs cite Johnson v. 
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Univ. of Cincinnati, 215 F.3d 561, 580 (6th Cir. 2000), which explained that an employee 

only needs to believe the alleged misconduct violated Title VII to be protected—the 

allegations do not need to ultimately violate Title VII.  Plaintiffs assert that “[i]t was not 

unreasonable for Black to report what she heard as sexual harassment” [Doc. 72 p. 11].  

Plaintiffs note that defendant does not dispute the second or third elements of the prima 

facie case—defendant knew Black engaged in protected activity and took materially 

adverse action against her [Id.].  

 Plaintiffs next assert that they establish a causal connection that constitutes direct 

evidence of retaliation [Id. p. 12].  Plaintiffs argue that defendant did not uncover any 

evidence that would indicate Black falsified her complaint [Id.].  Plaintiffs argue that they 

are not required to put forth proof of but-for causation at this point, but rather can point to 

the fact that Black was terminated very shortly after she complained to defendant [Id. p. 

13].  Furthermore, Weiss stated that because the witnesses denied Black’s story, “we’re 

going to, you know, have to let you go” [Id.].  Plaintiff asserts that defendant’s argument 

that Black was fired because her complaint was false is premature—this is an alleged 

nondiscriminatory reason that the court should consider only after determining that plaintiff 

has proven a prima facie case.  

 Finally, plaintiffs argue that there is a genuine issue of material fact as to whether 

defendant’s asserted nondiscriminatory reason is a pretext [Id.].  Plaintiff notes that once 

it establishes a prima facie case, “the burden of production shifts to the defendant to 

articulate a nondiscriminatory reason for its action” [Id. p. 15 (quoting Harris v. Metro. 
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Gov’t of Nashville and Davidson Cnty., 594 F.3d 476, 485 (6th Cir. 2010)].  Plaintiffs argue 

that defendant’s alleged reason for terminating Black, that is that she filed a false report, 

has no basis in fact because the investigation was flawed [Id. p. 15].  Plaintiffs assert that 

defendant cannot simply state that it had an “honest belief” but instead must support this 

with record citations or by showing that there is no genuine dispute of material fact [Id. p. 

16].  Plaintiffs state that defendant “lacks any evidence of Black’s alleged dishonesty” [Id.].   

 Plaintiffs further support this contention by arguing that the investigation shows a 

pretext for retaliation [[Id. p. 20].  Plaintiffs argue that defendant was reluctant to start the 

investigation and interview the witnesses Black identified [Id. pp. 20–21].  In addition, 

plaintiffs submit, Weiss never spoke to Black between the time she complained and the 

time she was terminated [Id. p. 21].  Plaintiffs point to perceived flaws in defendant’s 

witnesses—Morris did not attend Black’s orientation and Miller, who was not identified 

by Black, was outside on a smoke break when alleged statements were made [Id. pp. 21–

22].  Kennedy, the third witness, had since transferred jobs and defendant was a potential 

client for her new employer [Id. pp. 22–23].  Plaintiffs also argue that defendant has 

provided no evidence of dishonesty and that allowing an employer to “automatically deem 

uncorroborated accounts of a victim as lies” undermines the civil rights and anti-retaliation 

protections of Title VII [Id. p. 24].   

 In defendant’s reply brief, defendant first argues that its investigation did not turn 

up any evidence corroborating Black’s allegation and thus defendant had a good faith belief  

that she had falsified her report [Doc. 76 p. 2].  Second, defendant argues that “[w]hether 
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to fire an employee for lying to the employer in an internal investigation is a business 

decision” [Id. p.  3].  Third, defendant argues that “temporal proximity alone is not but-for 

causation or pretext,” and that plaintiffs must show causation [Id. p. 4].  Fourth, defendant 

states that plaintiffs have not met their burden in showing that defendant’s reason for 

terminating Black was false and that intentional discrimination was the true reason [Id.].  

D. Application   
 
 In this case, based upon plaintiffs’ allegations, Black had a good faith belief that she 

suffered sexual harassment because she states that she heard Strange say, “Drop your pants 

and I will take a picture of you and use you as an example.”  It is not the role of the Court 

to determine whether this interaction actually happened or evaluate the credibility of 

Black—that is a job left to the factfinder. See Anderson, 477 U.S. at 255 (“[R]uling on 

summary judgment does not denigrate the role of the jury. . . . Credibility determinations, 

the weighing of the evidence, and the drawing of legitimate inferences from the facts are 

jury functions, not those of a judge, whether he is ruling on a motion for summary judgment 

or for a directed verdict.”); Dawson v. Dorman, 528 F. App’x 450, 452 (6th Cir. 2013) 

(“Courts may not resolve credibility disputes on summary judgment.”).  Because Black 

said this incident occurred, and defendant provides statements from others that the incident 

did not occur, the Court must construe this factual dispute in a light most favorable to Black 

at the summary judgment stage.  As a result, the Court finds Black reasonably, and in good 

faith, believed that her manager’s instruction to pull down her pants constituted sexual 

harassment, and that she engaged in protected activity by reporting the incident.  
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 The Court must next determine whether there was a causal connection between the 

protected activity and the adverse employment action.4  “To establish the causal connection 

required, . . . a plaintiff must produce sufficient evidence from which an inference could 

be drawn that the adverse action would not have been taken had the plaintiff not filed a 

discrimination action.”  Nguyen v. City of Cleveland, 229 F.3d 559, 563 (6th Cir. 2000).  

The Court can consider how defendant treated similarly situated employees in relation to 

plaintiff or how soon the adverse action was taken after plaintiff exercised her rights.  Id.   

 Here, defendant admits that Black was terminated because she allegedly falsified a 

report.  Weiss told Black that defendant was going to have to let her go, and she was let go 

shortly after she filed the complaint because, per defendant, she filed the complaint.  While 

defendant argues that the report was false, defendant admits that Black was terminated 

because she filed the report.  As such, regardless of the purported falsity of this complaint, 

which plaintiffs dispute, plaintiffs have successfully shown a causal connection between 

the complaint and the termination.   

 Because plaintiffs have successfully established a prima facie case, the burden shifts 

to defendant to show a nondiscriminatory reason for terminating Black.  Fuhr, 710 F.3d at 

674.  Defendant, of course, states that Black fabricated the story and thus did not have a 

good faith belief that her report was truthful because not a single witness corroborated the 

story.  Again, the role of the Court is not to judge the credibility of the witnesses. 

                                              
 4 Defendants do not dispute the fact that defendant knew of Black’s exercise of her civil 
rights and thereafter took an adverse employment action against her. 
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Defendant’s sole explanation for terminating Black was that she had fabricated the report 

and that she did not honestly hold a “reasonable and good faith belief” that she had been 

sexually harassed.  Johnson, 215 F.3d at 579.  Defendant only bears the burden of 

production—plaintiff retains the burden of persuasion throughout the analysis.  Weigel v. 

Baptist Hosp. of East Tenn., 302 F.3d 367, 378 (6th Cir. 2002).  Defendant has supported 

this assertion by providing details of the investigation, including witness statements.  Cf. 

id. (finding that the evidence in the record supported the defendant’s nondiscriminatory 

explanation).  It is not that the witnesses disagreed with Black’s belief of what constitutes 

sexual harassment—they deny that any of the events giving rise to Black’s claim ever 

happened.  Thus, regardless of whether these witnesses are to be believed, defendant has 

met its burden by showing a nondiscriminatory reason for terminating Black—that is, that 

she did not have a good faith belief that her report was truthful.   

 The burden then shifts back to the plaintiff to establish pretext.  Id.  A plaintiff may 

establish pretext by showing that the employer's proffered reasons “(1) have no basis in 

fact; (2) did not actually motive the action; or (3) were insufficient to warrant the action.” 

Staunch v. Continental Airlines, Inc. 511 F.3d 625, 631 (6th Cir. 2008).  A plaintiff is 

unable to establish pretext if the defendant honestly believed in the proffered reason given 

for terminating the employee.  Smith v. Chrysler Corp., 155 F.3d 799, 806 (6th Cir. 1998) 

(adopting the “honest belief rule”).  Even if an employer’s belief was mistaken, if it 

honestly believed in “the non-discriminatory reason it relied upon in making its 
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employment decision, then the employer arguably lacks the necessary discriminatory 

intent.”  Id.   

 To determine whether the employer honestly believed the proffered reason for 

terminating the plaintiff, the Court “looks to whether the employer can establish its 

reasonable reliance on the particularized facts that were before it at the time the decision 

was made.”  Braithwaite, 258 F.3d at 494 (internal citation omitted).  The “key inquiry is 

whether the employer made a reasonably informed and considered decision before taking 

an adverse employment action.”  Smith v. Chrysler Corp., 155 F.3d 799, 807 (6th Cir. 

1998).  Once the employer shows particularized facts, then the employee is allowed to 

produce contrary proof.  Id.  

 Looking first to the defendant, defendant argues that it has shown particularized 

facts on which it based its decision.  Defendant interviewed witnesses identified by Black 

herself—they all denied that the alleged events giving rise to plaintiffs’ claim ever 

happened.  Defendant then confronted Black, and Black admitted that she “d[id]n’t know 

what else could have been done” in the investigation [Doc. 70-3 p. 195].  Based on these 

facts, defendant contends it had a reasonable belief that Black fabricated the story and had 

no good faith belief that she was sexually harassed.   

 In response, plaintiffs argue that there is a genuine issue of material fact as to 

whether defendant’s asserted nondiscriminatory reason is pretext [Id.].  Plaintiffs argue 

that defendant has no basis in fact for determining that Black filed a false report because 

the investigation on which they base this conclusion was flawed [Id. p. 15].  Plaintiffs assert 
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that defendant cannot simply state that it had an “honest belief” that Black was lying but 

instead must support this with record citations or by showing that there is no genuine 

dispute of material fact [Id. p. 16].  Plaintiffs state that defendant “lacks any evidence of 

Black’s alleged dishonesty” [Id.]. 

 Before turning to the “honest belief” rule, see Smith, 155 F.3d at 806, the Court 

notes that this case is particularly unique.  Here, both parties agree that defendant 

terminated Black because she filed a complaint of sexual harassment.  Defendant says the 

complaint was false.  Plaintiffs say the complaint was true and that defendant’s explanation 

that the complaint was false was actually pretext.  Under the summary judgment standard, 

the Court is required to make inferences in a light most favorable to the nonmoving party, 

so the Court must infer that Black’s complaint was true.   

 In this case, the “honest belief” rule is in tension with the summary judgment 

standard.  Here, because a reasonable jury could believe plaintiffs’ version of events, 

plaintiffs have met their burden at the pretext stage.  The dispute over the quality of the 

investigation is material—if the investigation was so flawed as plaintiffs allege, then there 

could be no basis in fact for defendant to believe Black was lying.  A reasonable jury could 

infer from this set of facts that defendant could not honestly believe Black was lying 

because defendant failed to conduct a thorough investigation.  The quality of the 

investigation is a material fact, and while Courts “do not require that the decisional process 

used by the employer be optimal or that it left no stone unturned,” see Smith 155 F.3d at 

807, determining the reasonableness of defendant’s decision is a question best left to the 
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jury in this particular case.  C.f. Villa, 858 F.3d at 905 (“While evidence of an obviously 

inadequate investigation into the employee’s misconduct could tend to show that claimed 

employee misconduct was actually a pretext for prohibited animus, . . . Villa has conceded 

that her employer’s reason for firing her was not pretextual.”).  Defendant interviewed three 

witnesses, one of whom was present for the comment about Black dropping her pants and 

one of whom was present for the comment about the effectiveness of yelling at women.  

Besides these witness statements, there is no other evidence on the record that would 

indicate whether Black’s complaint was true or false.  A reasonable jury could believe 

plaintiff’s version of events, including that the investigation was flawed.  See Bailey v. 

Quest Diagnostics, Inc., 1:17-cv-625, 2017 WL 6524950, at *7–8 (E.D. Va. Dec. 19, 2017) 

(distinguishing the facts from Villa because plaintiff provided evidence of pretext and “a 

reasonable juror could find that defendant’s investigation was not reasonably informed”). 

 For all of these reasons, the Court declines to apply the “honest belief” rule to this 

unique set of facts, as doing so would undermine the summary judgment standard. 5  At the 

root of defendant’s investigation was the question of whether Black was subjected to 

                                              
 5 The Eighth Circuit articulated this challenging dilemma at the summary judgment stage 
in Gilooly v. Mo. Dep’t of Health and Senior Servs., 421 F.3d 734, 740 (8th Cir. 2005): 
 

 It cannot be the case that any employee who files a Title VII claim and is 
disbelieved by his or her employer can be legitimately fired. If such were the case, 
every employee could be deterred from filing their action and the purposes of Title 
VII in regards to sexual harassment would be defeated. However, it also cannot be 
true that a plaintiff can file false charges, lie to an investigator, and possibly defame 
co-employees, without suffering repercussions simply because the investigation 
was about sexual harassment. To do so would leave employers with no ability to 
fire employees for defaming other employees or the employer through their 
complaint when the allegations are without any basis in fact. 
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discrimination.  Finding that defendant honestly believed Black was not subject to 

discrimination is in tension with the inference that Black’s complaint was true, which is an 

inference the Court is required to make at the summary judgment stage.  See supra Section 

III.D.   Furthermore, courts do not make credibility determinations or weigh evidence, see 

Anderson, 477 U.S. at 254, and this set of facts asks the Court to do precisely that.  Again, 

the only evidence defendant has of Black’s dishonesty are witness statements.  Although 

employers are protected under the “honest belief” rule even if their conclusion was 

incorrect, the Court cannot ascertain the reasonableness of this defendant’s belief without 

ascertaining the credibility of Black or the witnesses defendant interviewed.  Accordingly, 

the Court must deny summary judgment. 

E. Sanctions 
 
 Defendant next asserts that attorneys’ fees and sanctions are appropriate.  Defendant 

argues that particularly in the context of government agencies, sanctions are appropriate 

when an agency brings baseless claims because it has “superior time, money[,] and 

manpower.”  E.E.O.C. v. Detroit-Macomb Hosp. Corp., Nos. 91-1088, 91-1278, 1992 WL 

6099, at *5 (6th Cir. 1992).  Defendant asserts that it sent a letter to both plaintiffs’ counsel, 

warning that if plaintiffs failed to dismiss the case, defendant would seek sanctions under 

Rule 11 [Doc. 70 p. 24].  Defendant argues that “[p]laintiff’s claim is a violation of Rule 

11(b) because it has never been grounded in fact or warranted by existing law” [Id.].  

Defendant states that, in addition to Rule 11(b) sanctions, it is entitled to attorneys’ fees 

and costs under 42 U.S.C. § 2000e(5)(k).  
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 Plaintiffs first respond by noting that defendant failed to move for sanctions 

separately from its motion for summary judgment pursuant to Federal Rule of Civil 

Procedure 11(c)(2) [Doc. 71 p. 26].  Plaintiffs argue that defendant’s letter to plaintiffs’ 

counsel was just to inform them of Villa, which plaintiffs argue is not binding.  See also 

Section III.B (discussing the distinctions between the facts in this case and the facts in 

Villa).  Plaintiffs next argue that the EEOC has a right to pursue the case because its “duty” 

is to “ensure that Title VII is effectuated” [Id.].  

 Regardless of the Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 11(c) requirement that defendant 

file a motion for sanctions separately from other motions, the Court finds that it is 

inappropriate to grant sanctions in this case because plaintiffs’ claim is not frivolous.  After 

reviewing the parties’ arguments and the record, the Court has determined that summary 

judgment will be denied.  Because plaintiffs’ claim survives defendant’s motion for 

summary judgment, the Court also finds that Rule 11 sanctions are not warranted.  Equal 

Emp’t Opportunity Comm’n, 133 F. Supp. 3d 1034, 1067 (E.D. Tenn. 2015).   

IV. Conclusion 

 For the reasons stated herein, defendant’s motion for summary judgment [Doc. 69] 

is DENIED.  Defendant’s motion for sanctions is also DENIED. 

IT IS SO ORDERED.  

 
     s/ Thomas A. Varlan     
     CHIEF UNITED STATES DISTRICT JUDGE 
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