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Lange v National Biscuit Co.
211 N.W.2d 783 (Minn. 1973)

Jerome Lange (plaintiff) was the manager of a small
grocery store in Minnesota that carried Nabisco (defen-
dant) products. Ronnell Lynch had been hired by
Nabisco as a cookie salesman—trainee in October 1968.
On March 1, 1969, Mr. Lynch was assigned his own
territory, which included Mr. Lange's store.

Between March 1 and May 1, 1969, Nabisco
received numerous complaints from grocers about Mr.
Lynch being overly aggressive and taking shelf space
in the stores reserved for competing cookie companies.

On May 1, 1969, Mr. Lynch came to Mr. Lange’s
store to place Nabisco merchandise on the shelves. An
argument developed between the two over Mr. Lynch’s
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service to the store. Mr. Lynch became very angry and
started swearing. Mr. Lange told him to either stop
swearing or leave the store because children were
present. Mr. Lynch then became uncontrollably angry
and said, “I ought to break your neck.” He then went
behind the counter and dared Mr. Lange to fight. When
Mr. Lange refused, Mr. Lynch viciously assaulted him,
after which he threw cookies around the store and left.
Mr. Lange filed suitagainst Nabiscoand wasawarded
damages based on the jury’s finding that although the
acts of Mr. Lynch were outside the scope of employ-
ment, Nabisco was negligent in hiring and retaining
him. The judge granted Nabisco’s motion for judgment
notwithstanding the verdict, and Mr. Lange appealed.
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JUDICIAL OPINION

TODD, Justice

There is no dispute with the general principle that in
order to impose liability on the employer under the
doctrine of respondeat superior it is necessary to show
that the employee was acting within the scope of his
employment. Unfortunately, there is a wide disparity
in the case law in the application of the “scope of
employment” test to those factual situations involving
intentional torts. The majority rule as set out in Anno-
tation, 34 A.L.R.2d 372, 402, includes a twofold test:
(a) Whether the assault was motivated by business
or personal considerations; or (b) whether the assault
was contemplated by the employer or incident to the
employment.

Under the present Minnesota rule, liability is
imposed where it is shown that the employee’s acts
were motivated by a desire to further the employer’s
business. Therefore, a master could only be held lia-
ble for an employee’s assault in those rare instances
where the master actually requested the servant to so
perform, or the servant’s duties were such that that
motivation was implied in law.

The fallacy of this reasoning was that it made a
certain mental condition of the servant the test by
which to determine whether he was acting about his
master’s business or not. Moreover, with respect of
all intentional acts done by a servant in the supposed
furtherance of his master’s business, it clothed the
master with immunity if the act was right, because it
was right, and, if it was wrong, it clothed him with
a like immunity, because it was wrong. He thus got
the benefit of all his servant’s acts done for him,
whether right or wrong, and escaped the burden of
all intentional acts done for him which were wrong.
Under the operation of such a rule, it would always
be more safe and profitable for a man to conduct
his business vicariously than in his own person. He
would escape liability for the consequences of many
acts connected with his business springing from
the imperfection of human nature, because done by
another, for which he would be responsible if done
by himself. Meanwhile, the public, obliged to deal
or come in contact with his agents, for intentional
injuries done by them, might be left wholly without
redress. . . . A doctrine so fruitful of mischief could
not long stand unshaken in an enlightened system of
jurisprudence.

In developing a test for the application of respon-
dent superior when an employee assaults a third
person, we believe that the focus should be on the
basis of the assault rather than the motivation of the
employee. We reject as the basis for imposing liability
the arbitrary determination of when, and at what
point, the argument and assault leave the sphere of
the employer’s business and become motivated by
personal animosity. Rather, we believe the better
approach is to view both the argument and assault as
an indistinguishable event for purposes of vicarious
liability.

We hold that an employer is liable for an assault
by his employee when the source of the attack is
related to the duties of the employee and the assault
occurs within work-related limits of time and place.
The assault in this case obviously occurred with-
in work-related limits of time and place, since it
took place on authorized premises during working
hours. The precipitating cause of the initial argument
concerned the employee’s conduct of his work. In
addition, the employee originally was motivated to
become argumentative in furtherance of his employ-
er’s business. Consequently, under the facts of this
case we hold as a matter of law that the employee
was acting within the scope of employment at the
time of the aggression and that plaintiff’s post-trial
motion for judgment notwithstanding the verdict on
that ground should have been granted under the rule
we herein adopt. To the extent that our former deci-
sions are inconsistent with the rule now adopted,
they are overruled.

Plaintiff may recover damages under either the
theory of respondeat superior or negligence. Having
disposed of the matter on the former issue, we need
not undertake the questions raised by defendant’s
asserted negligence in the hiring or retention of the
employee.

Reversed and remanded.

CASE QUESTIONS

1. What previous indications did Nabisco have that
Mr. Lynch might cause some problems?

2. What test does the court give for determining
scope of employment?

3. What is the “motivation test,” and does this court
accept or reject it?
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