Labor and Employment Law — ALERT

ADAMS AND REESE LLpP

United States Supreme Court Narrows Scope of
"Disability" under the Americans With Disabilities Act.

By Paul Myrick & Scott Hetrick

The United States Supreme Court recently made it mc claimant is unable to perform a variety of tasks central
difficult for an employee to show the existence of a "dis to most people’s daily lives, not whether the claimant is
ability" covered by the Americans With Disabilities Act unable to perform the tasks associated with her specific
("ADA"), a decision that could significantly limit the num-  job.
ber of employees protected by the ADA.

Generally, the ADASs protections extend only to "other In a holding with far-reaching implications, the
wise qualified" individuals who have a "disability." UnderSupreme Court concluded that an impairment cannot be con-
the ADA, a "disability" is a "physical or mental impairmenisidered a "disability" merely by "analyzing [its] effect . . . in
that substantially limits one or more major life activities'the workplace." Thus, the lower court incorrectly ignored
(e.g., breathing, walking, talking, sleeping, seeing, hearinMs. Williams’ own testimony of her ability to perform vari-
and performing manual activities). In Williams v. Toyoteous personal and household chores, which, according to the
Motor Manufacturing, the Supreme Court unanimouslSupreme Court, are manual activities of "central importance
held that this definition must be "interpreted strictly to creto daily life."
ate a demanding standard" for determining whether an ini Although the Supreme Court’'s decision narrowly
vidual has a covered "disability." defines "disability" (and even casts doubt on whether "work-

The case arose when assembly line worker Ella Willianing" is a "major life activity" — a position now accepted by
claimed that she had an ADA "disability" because her cargthe Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and most
tunnel syndrome and related physical impairments substicourts), employers should exercise caution. The Supreme
tially limited the major life activity of performing manual Court emphasizes that whether an impairment is a "disabili-
activities. To support her claim, Ms. Williams showed thety" requires a "case-by-case" individualized analysis.
her ailments prevented her from performing "a ‘class’ cEmployers would be wise to seek legal advice when ques-
manual activities affecting [her] ability to perform tasks ations arise requiring such an analysis.
work" (i.e., she could not perform various duties the
required gripping of tools and repetitive work with her ADAMS AND REESE LLP represents employers in all
hands). phases of employee relations, including defending claims

A lower appeals court agreed with Ms. Williams, disrearising under state and federal labor and employment laws;
garding her admission that, despite her impairments, sassisting employers in drafting and seeking enforcement of
could perform most of her regular daily activities, such éemployment contracts, policies and handbooks; and provid-
brushing her teeth, washing her face, bathing, tending fting ongoing advice, counsel and training to clients regarding
garden, fixing breakfast, doing laundry and picking uemployment issues.
around the house. The Supreme Court disagreed, ruling

This Alert merely provides information about recent legal

In order for performing manual tasks to fit into [the] developments and is not to be considered legal advice or a

category [of "major life activities"] — a category that legal opinion. Such can only be given after careful consider-

includes such basic abilities as walking, seeing, and ation of the facts unique to any situation. Legal counsel
hearing — the manual tasks in question must be centralshould always be consulted for further clarification or inves-
to daily life. tigation of the employer’s particular circumstances.

* k%

[T]o be substantially limited in performing manual

tasks, . . . the central inquiry must be whether the

The Mississippi Supreme Court advises that a decision on legal services is important and should not be based solely on
advertisements. Free background information is available upon request. No representation is made that the quality of
the legal services to be performed is greater than the quality of the legal services performed by other lawyers. Not certi-
fied by the Texas Board of Legal Specialization except as noted.
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