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JUSTICE OWEN delivered the opinion of the Court.

The principal issue in this case is whether an employer owes a duty of good faith and fair

dealing to its employees.  The plaintiffs are present or former City of Midland police officers.  They

sued two other officers and the City asserting various causes of action that have as their nucleus

allegations of retaliation and discrimination.  The trial court granted summary judgment for the

defendants on all claims.  The plaintiffs appealed, and the court of appeals affirmed in part, reversed

in part, vacated the trial court’s judgment in part, and remanded the case to the trial court.  The City

and the defendant police officers seek review.  We hold that (1) there is no cause of action in Texas
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based on a duty of good faith and fair dealing in the context of an employer/employee relationship;

(2) there is no evidence to support the plaintiffs’ claims of intentional infliction of emotional

distress; and (3) the claims of two plaintiffs for reinstatement as a remedy for alleged violations of

the Texas Constitution should be remanded to the trial court for further proceedings.  Accordingly,

we affirm the judgment of the court of appeals in part, reverse in part, and remand the reinstatement

claims of Milton O’Bryant and Jimmie Cross to the trial court.

I

The five plaintiffs in this case, Milton O’Bryant, Leonard Hendon, Jr., Jimmie Cross, Joe

Ortiz, and Marvin Rasco, were certified law enforcement and police officers for the City of Midland.

O’Bryant brought two prior lawsuits against the City that are pertinent to this case.  In the first,

O’Bryant sued in federal court alleging violations of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

O’Bryant voluntarily dismissed that suit.  About a year later, the City notified O’Bryant and seven

other police officers (who included the plaintiffs) that their duties were slated to be reclassified as

civilian positions within three months.  Each officer was given the option of: (1) staying in his

present position with reclassification as a civilian; (2) applying for a transfer to another position

within the police department and continuing in the status of police officer; or (3) applying for a

transfer to a civilian position in other City departments.  If an officer chose a civilian position, then

the pay and benefits would be less.  The City also required its police officers to demonstrate greater

physical abilities than it had in the past.
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 After these and other changes within the police department were announced but before they

took effect, O’Bryant filed a second suit, and Hendon, Cross, Ortiz, and Rasco later joined as

plaintiffs.  That suit was filed in state court seeking to enjoin the City’s alleged violations of the

ADA and the Texas Commission on Human Rights Act.  The plaintiffs voluntarily dismissed that

action.

The City proceeded to reclassify many positions that police officers had held, and each of the

plaintiffs was affected.  Two of the plaintiffs, O’Bryant and Cross, were working in the telephone

response unit and were reclassified as civilians.  Cross suffered from a degenerative arthritic

condition, and O’Bryant had previously injured his back and was under physician’s orders to limit

physical activity.  Two other plaintiffs, Rasco and Ortiz, were transferred to evening shifts as patrol

officers when their respective positions in the evidence room and in the telephone response unit were

reclassified as civilian positions.  Rasco suffered from heart and lung disease, and Ortiz has an

artificial leg prostheses.  Both men requested transfer to another position with police officer status,

and patrol duty was the second choice of assignment for both.  Plaintiff Hendon, who had no

disability, was transferred to an evening patrol after his position in crime analysis became a civilian

one.  A few months after these reclassifications took effect, the plaintiffs brought this suit against

the City and later added as defendants Chief of Police Richard L. Czech, and another police officer,

J.W. Marugg, in their official and individual capacities.  

The plaintiffs alleged that the reclassifications were in retaliation for filing the two prior suits.

Rasco and Ortiz asserted that because of their disabilities, their personal safety was endangered when

they were transferred to evening patrol shifts instead of less hazardous and less strenuous airport



4

duty.  O’Bryant similarly claimed that he was placed in jeopardy by his new assignment as an

unarmed, non-commissioned civilian officer who was at times the only person on duty at the police

station.  The plaintiffs also alleged that the City’s new, more stringent physical requirements for

police officers were unnecessary and discriminated against the plaintiffs who had disabilities.  A

number of other acts of discrimination and retaliation were alleged by all five plaintiffs.  Their

theories of recovery included violations of the Texas Labor Code, intentional infliction of emotional

distress, breach of an alleged duty of good faith and fair dealing, tortious interference with contract,

and violations of the due course of law and free speech provisions of the Texas Constitution.  The

plaintiffs also sought an injunction restoring them to their original positions with the status and

benefits of police officers.

The defendants’ responses to the factual allegations are detailed by the court of appeals.  949

S.W.2d at 411.  Briefly summarized, they were that the City faced budgetary constraints and that

there were limited human and monetary resources to meet an increased need for law enforcement

services.  Chief of Police Czech stated in an affidavit that in light of these circumstances, he filled

positions formerly held by police officers with civilians.  There was also evidence that the City

revised the job requirements for police officers in response to the enactment of the Americans With

Disabilities Act.

The City, Czech, and Marugg moved for summary judgment asserting official and sovereign

immunity, that an implied duty of good faith and fair dealing does not arise in an employment

agreement, that none of the defendants’ actions constituted intentional infliction of emotional

distress, that there is no private cause of action for damages under the Texas Constitution, that the
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City’s employees could not as a matter of law interfere with its employment contracts with the

plaintiffs, and that there had been no violations of the Texas Labor Code.  The trial court granted

summary judgment for all defendants on all claims without specifying the grounds.  The plaintiffs

appealed.  The court of appeals affirmed in part, reversed in part, and vacated the trial court’s

judgment in part.  949 S.W.2d at 417. 

The court of appeals held that the defendants were entitled to summary judgment on the

tortious interference claims.  Id. at 415.  The court also held that the plaintiffs were not entitled to

money damages in the form of back pay for alleged constitutional violations.  Id. at 414.  The court

of appeals concluded, however, that reinstatement was available as a remedy for the alleged

constitutional violations and that summary judgment on that claim for relief was inappropriate.  Id.

at 414-15.  The court of appeals also reversed the trial court’s judgment with regard to official

immunity, sovereign immunity, and intentional infliction of emotional distress on the basis that there

were fact issues to be resolved.  Id. at 413, 416.  The court of appeals likewise reversed the trial

court’s judgment with regard to the plaintiffs’ claim that the City had breached a duty of good faith

and fair dealing.  The court reasoned that the City had failed to negate that it owed such a duty to the

plaintiffs.  Id. at 416.  Finally, the court of appeals held that the trial court did not have jurisdiction

of the Labor Code claims because the plaintiffs had failed to exhaust their administrative remedies.

Id. at 417.  The court of appeals accordingly vacated the summary judgment with regard to the Labor

Code claims.  Id.  

The City and the individual defendants filed a petition for review in this Court, which we

granted.  Because of our disposition of the issues regarding good faith and fair dealing and
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intentional infliction of emotional distress, we do not consider any of the issues raised regarding

official immunity.   

We turn first to the court of appeals’ holding that the City was not entitled to summary

judgment on the plaintiffs’ claim that it breached a duty of good faith and fair dealing.

II

The City contends that no cause of action exists in Texas for breach of a duty of good faith

and fair dealing in the context of an employer/employee relationship.  This Court has never decided

the question.  Courts in other jurisdictions that have considered the issue have reached varying

conclusions.

In decisions that have considered employment at-will, the holdings seem to fall within one

or more of several broad categories: 1) an employee cannot be terminated if to do so would violate

public policy;  2) there is an implied covenant of good faith and fair dealing not to impair a right to1
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receive a benefit an employee has already earned;  3) there is a general implied covenant of good2

faith and fair dealing;  4) there is an implied covenant of good faith and fair dealing, but any3

damages are limited to a contract measure, not a bad faith, tort measure;  or 5) there is no implied4

covenant of good faith and fair dealing.   A few courts also suggest that the terms of an employee5
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handbook can create a similar obligation that limits the at-will nature of the employment.6

In the relatively few cases in which the employment agreement at issue was not at-will, the

decisions seem to fall into the following categories: 1) there is only a cause of action for breach of

an express covenant;  2) there is an implied covenant of good faith and fair dealing not to nullify the7

benefits of the contract;  3) there is no covenant of good faith and fair dealing in a “just cause”8

contract because the factfinder will decide what is or is not just cause;  or 4) there is a covenant of9

good faith and fair dealing in a “just cause” contract or a contract for a definite term.10

This Court has held that not every contractual relationship creates a duty of good faith and

fair dealing.  See Great Am. Ins. Co. v. North Austin Mun. Util. Dist. No. 1, 908 S.W.2d 415, 418

(Tex. 1995).  We have “specifically rejected the implication of a general duty of good faith and fair

dealing in all contracts.”  Crim Truck & Tractor Co. v. Navistar Int’l Transp. Corp., 823 S.W.2d

591, 595 n.5 (Tex. 1992) (citing English v. Fischer, 660 S.W.2d 521, 522 (Tex. 1983)).  But see
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RESTATEMENT (SECOND) OF CONTRACTS § 205 (1979) (providing that “[e]very contract imposes

upon each party a duty of good faith and fair dealing in its performance and its enforcement”).  We

have had the question of whether to impose a duty of good faith and fair dealing on at-will

employment relationships before us on at least one occasion.  In Winters v. Houston Chronicle

Publishing Co., 795 S.W.2d 723, 724-25 n.2 (Tex. 1990), we were asked to imply a duty of good

faith and fair dealing in all at-will employee relationships, but we did not reach the issue because it

was abandoned at oral argument.

As the plaintiffs recognize, this Court has imposed an actionable duty of good faith and fair

dealing only when there is a special relationship, such as that between an insured and his or her

insurance carrier.  See Arnold v. National County Mut. Fire Ins. Co., 725 S.W.2d 165, 167 (Tex.

1987).  We have held that a special relationship exists in the insurance context because of “the

parties’ unequal bargaining power and the nature of insurance contracts which would allow

unscrupulous insurers to take advantage of their insureds’ misfortunes in bargaining for settlement

or resolution of claims.”  Id.  The Court concluded in Arnold that without a cause of action for

breach of a duty of good faith and fair dealing, “insurers can arbitrarily deny coverage and delay

payment of a claim” and that an insurer has “exclusive control over the evaluation, processing, and

denial of claims.”  Id.  

But the elements which make the relationship between an insurer and an insured a special

one are absent in the relationship between an employer and its employees.  First, in Texas, the

employment relationship is generally at-will unless the parties enter into an express agreement that

provides otherwise.  Second, insurance contracts are typically much more restrictive than
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employment agreements.  If an insured suffers a loss, he cannot simply contract with another

insurance company to cover that loss.  By contrast, an employee who has been demoted, transferred,

or discharged may seek alternative employment.  See, e.g., Foley v. Interactive Data Corp., 765 P.2d

373, 390 (Cal. 1988).

Moreover, this Court has thus far recognized only one limited common-law exception to the

at-will employment doctrine.  We held in Sabine Pilot Service, Inc. v. Hauck, 687 S.W.2d 733 (Tex.

1985), that an employer may not discharge an employee for the sole reason that the employee refused

to perform an illegal act that carried criminal penalties.  Id. at 735.  We have not, however,

recognized other common-law exceptions to the employment at-will doctrine.  We declined to

recognize a common-law whistleblower cause of action in Winters, 795 S.W.2dat 724-25, and

reaffirmed our decision not to do so in Austin v. Healthtrust, Inc., 967 S.W.2d 400 (Tex. 1998).  We

did so primarily on the basis that the Legislature has been active in crafting whistleblower statutes

that often vary from one another in material respects.  The adoption of a general common-law

whistleblower cause of action would have undercut the many distinctions drawn by the Legislature

among the various statutory whistleblower causes of action.  Austin, 967 S.W.2d at 402.

Similarly, we decline to impose a duty of good faith and fair dealing on employers in light

of the variety of statutes that the Legislature has already enacted to regulate employment

relationships.   Recognizing a new common-law cause of action based on the duty plaintiffs11
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advocate would tend to subvert those statutory schemes by allowing employees to make an end-run

around the procedural requirements and specific remedies the existing statutes establish.

Here, for instance, plaintiffs have alleged claims for discrimination and retaliation under

sections 21.051 and 21.055 of the Texas Labor Code.  TEX. LAB. CODE §§ 21.051, 21.055.  But the

court of appeals determined that plaintiffs had failed to exhaust their administrative remedies as

required by the Labor Code, and that therefore the trial court did not have jurisdiction over those

claims.  949 S.W.2d at 417.  Plaintiffs do not contest this determination.  Rather, they ask us to

excuse them from the Labor Code’s administrative requirements by creating a common-law cause

of action for the same actions of the City on which they based their suit under the Labor Code.  We

decline to do so.

In holding that there is no duty of good faith and fair dealing in the employment context, we

perceive no distinction between government and private employers, inasmuch as both types of

employers are subject to applicable laws, regulations, and contractual agreements.  Nor do we see

any meaningful basis to distinguish between employment at-will and employment governed by an

express agreement.  A court-created duty of good faith and fair dealing would completely alter the

nature of the at-will employment relationship, which generally can be terminated by either party for

any reason or no reason at all, and we accordingly decline to change the at-will nature of employment

in Texas.  If, as plaintiffs argue, they could only be terminated or transferred for reasons of “merit,”

that fact militates against imposing a common-law duty of good faith and fair dealing because such

a contractual limitation would afford more rights to the plaintiffs than at-will employees possess.

Moreover, such a duty would be unnecessary when there are express contractual limits on an
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employer’s right to terminate.

Accordingly, we hold that the City of Midland was entitled to summary judgment on the

plaintiffs’ claims that the defendants breached a duty of good faith and fair dealing.  We turn to the

claims for intentional infliction of emotional distress.

III

The elements of intentional infliction of emotional distress are: (1) the defendant acted

intentionally or recklessly; (2) the conduct was extreme and outrageous; (3) the defendant’s actions

caused the plaintiff emotional distress; and (4) the emotional distress that the plaintiff suffered was

severe.  See Brewerton v. Dalrymple, 997 S.W.2d 212, 215 (Tex. 1999) (citing Twyman v. Twyman,

855 S.W.2d 619, 621 (Tex. 1993)).  Courts must determine as a threshold matter whether “‘the

defendant’s conduct may reasonably be regarded as so extreme and outrageous as to permit

recovery.’”  Id. at 216 (quoting Wornick Co. v. Casas, 856 S.W.2d 732, 734 (Tex. 1993) (quoting

in turn RESTATEMENT (SECOND) OF TORTS § 46 cmt. h (1965)).  To be extreme and outrageous,

conduct must be “‘so outrageous in character, and so extreme in degree, as to go beyond all possible

bounds of decency, and to be regarded as atrocious, and utterly intolerable in a civilized

community.’”  Mattix-Hill v. Reck, 923 S.W.2d 596, 597 (Tex. 1996) (quoting Twyman, 855 S.W.2d

at 621).

Our recent decision in GTE Southwest, Inc. v. Bruce, 998 S.W.2d 605 (Tex. 1999) is

instructive.  As in this case, the conduct that was alleged to constitute intentional infliction of

emotional distress occurred in an employment context.  We held that evidence of a supervisor’s

conduct was legally sufficient to support the jury’s finding of intentional infliction of emotional
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distress.  The Court cautioned, however, that this tort “does not lie for ordinary employment

disputes,” and that the kind of extreme conduct necessary to raise a fact question of intentional

infliction of emotional distress in the workplace “exists only in the most unusual of circumstances.”

Id. at 612-13.  That admonition grew out of the recognition that employers supervise, review,

criticize, demote, transfer, discipline, and terminate employees.  Id. at 612.  This is often stressful

and unpleasant for an employee and at times may even be unwarranted.  See id.  Nevertheless, “an

employer must have latitude to exercise these rights in a permissible way, even though emotional

distress results.”  Id.

In this case, the City’s decision to reclassify positions formerly held by police officers as

civilian positions does not rise to the level of extreme and outrageous conduct that is required for

the tort of intentional infliction of emotional distress.  Cf. Randall’s Food Markets, Inc. v. Johnson,

891 S.W.2d 640, 644 (Tex. 1995) (holding that an employer acted within its rights in investigating

reasonably credible allegations that an employee had stolen a wreath); Wornick Co. v. Casas, 856

S.W.2d 732, 735 (Tex. 1993) (holding that employer’s conduct in firing employee for allegedly

possessing incriminating information and in escorting her off the premises with a security guard was

not extreme and outrageous conduct).  Even the wrongful transfer, failure to promote, or termination

of an employee does not, standing alone, constitute intentional infliction of emotional distress.  See

Brewerton, 997 S.W.2d at 216; Southwestern Bell Mobile Sys., Inc. v. Franco, 971 S.W.2d 52, 54

(Tex. 1998).  It follows that an employer’s decision to revise job descriptions or to change the nature

of and compensation for certain positions is not “‘so outrageous in character, and so extreme in

degree, as to go beyond all possible bounds of decency, and to be regarded as atrocious, and utterly
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intolerable in a civilized community.’”  Mattix-Hill v. Reck, 923 S.W.2d 596, 597 (Tex. 1996)

(quoting Twyman, 855 S.W.2d at 621).  The reclassifications by the City are the type of business or

employment decisions that an employer must have the latitude to make.  See GTE Southwest, 998

S.W.2d at 612; Randall’s Food Markets, 891 S.W.2d at 644 (discussing managerial functions

necessary to the ordinary operation of a business organization).

Accordingly, plaintiffs have failed to raise a fact question about “the existence of some

conduct that brings the dispute outside the scope of an ordinary employment dispute and into the

realm of extreme and outrageous conduct.”  GTE Southwest, 998 S.W.2d at 613.  This is particularly

so for Rasco and Ortiz because, although they now complain of being assigned to evening patrol, it

is undisputed that both specified a patrol position as their second choice for transfer.

The trial court did not err in granting summary judgment for the defendants on the claims for

intentional infliction of emotional distress.

IV

The final claim at issue is that of Cross and O’Bryant for reinstatement as police officers to

remedy alleged violations of the due course of law and free speech provisions of the Texas

Constitution.  See TEX. CONST. art. 1, §§ 8, 19.  From the briefs filed in this Court, it does not appear

that the other three plaintiffs seek reinstatement based on violations of the Texas Constitution.

The court of appeals concluded that our decision in City of Beaumont v. Bouillion, 896

S.W.2d 143 (Tex. 1995), did not foreclose an “equitable remedy per se,” and remanded the

reinstatement claims to the trial court without further discussion.  949 S.W.2d at 414-15.  The City

does not ask us to decide whether, as a legal proposition, reinstatement can ever be a remedy for



15

violations of the due course of law or free speech provisions of the Texas Constitution.  The City

contends only that it is impossible to reinstate Cross and O’Bryant because neither of them is

physically capable of performing the duties of a police officer.  We do not reach even that narrow

issue because of the procedural posture of this case.

The defendants’ motion for summary judgment did not address the reinstatement claims or

whether there had been constitutional violations.  The motion asserted only that damages could not

be recovered for violations of the Texas Constitution.  The trial court accordingly erred when it

granted summary judgment for the defendants on all claims.  See Chesser v. Southwestern Bell Tel.

Co., 658 S.W.2d 563, 564 (Tex. 1983).  But, the court of appeals did not reverse the trial court on

that basis.  The court of appeals instead held that reinstatement was available as a remedy if there

were violations of the Texas Constitution and remanded all plaintiffs’ claims for reinstatement to

the trial court.  Whether reinstatement can be a remedy for violations of the Texas Constitution is

not before this Court, and accordingly, we express no view on that question.  Because the trial court

should not have granted summary judgment on an issue that was not presented, the judgment of the

court of appeals reversing and remanding the reinstatement issue to the trial court was correct with

regard to O’Bryant and Cross.   

*  *  *  *  *

For the reasons considered above, we affirm the judgment of the court of appeals in part,

reverse that judgment in part, and remand O’Bryant’s and Cross’s claims for reinstatement to the

trial court for further proceedings consistent with this opinion.



16

___________________________________
Priscilla R. Owen
Justice

OPINION DELIVERED: April 6, 2000


