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YOU ARE DEFENDING A LAWSUIT AND
have just finished deposing the plaintiff. You feel
smug because the plaintiff made a fatal admis-
sion to his case during the deposition. You
immediately begin preparing your motion for
summary judgment and confidently advise your
client that, because of your brilliant deposition,
summary judgment for defendant is all but
assured. After you file the summary judgment
motion, you put it out of your mind because vic-
tory seems certain. Imagine your surprise when,
a week before the summary judgment hearing,
the plaintiff files his response and includes an
affidavit recanting his prior position at his depo-
sition and swearing, for the first time, to com-
pletely new and different facts. What can you do
about a summary judgment affidavit that con-
tradicts previous deposition testimony?

THE SHAM AFFIDAVIT
DOCTRINE IN TEXAS

Texas courts have wrestled for some years with
the question of whether a fact issue is presented
by submitting an affidavit that conflicts with
previous deposition testimony. Unfortunately,
there is a split in the cases, not only among the
various courts of appeals, but also between
some of the courts of appeals and the Texas
Supreme Court.

BY JUDGE RANDY WILSON
ILLUSTRATION BY GILBERTO SAUCEDA
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TB. I The Sham Affidavit Doctrine in Texas

The Texas Supreme Court Standard
The Texas Supreme Court first con-

fronted the issue of a conflict between
a deposition and an affidavit in 1962 in
Gaines v. Hamman.I There, the plain-
tiff first testified in deposition that he
had no express contract with the defen-
dant. Later, in response to a motion for
summary judgment, the plaintiff swore
that such a contract existed. Of course,
at the summary judgment stage, the
issue is whether "there is no genuine
issue as to any material fact and the

moving party is entitled to judgment as
a matter of law."2 The court in Gaines
held that "there is no basis for giving
controlling effect to a deposition as
compared to an affidavit."' So long as
the affidavit meets the usual require-
ments of personal knowledge and is not
conclusory, then the mere fact that a
deposition is more detailed than an
affidavit does not "vest it with domi-
nant authority.

4

Most recently, in 1988, the Supreme
Court reaffirmed Gaines in Randall v.
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Dallas Power & Light Co.' The court
once again held that "if conflicting
inferences may be drawn from a depo-
sition and from an affidavit filed by the
same party in opposition to a motion
for summary judgment, a fact issue is
presented"6 and summary judgment
should be denied.

The Sham Affidavit Doctrine
In Federal Court and Elsewhere

Shortly after the Texas Supreme
Court opinion in Gaines, the federal
courts began considering the issue of
conflicts between an affidavit and the
affiant's deposition.7 The sham affidavit
doctrine is usually traced to the Second
Circuit opinion in Perma Research &
Dev. Co. v. Singer Co.' There the Sec-
ond Circuit held that the trial court
was permitted to disregard an affidavit
that conflicted with prior deposition
testimony:

If there is any dispute as to the
material facts, it is only because of
inconsistent statements made by
Perrino the deponent and Perrino
the affiant. ... If a party who has
been examined at length on depo-
sition could raise an issue of fact
simply by submitting an affidavit
contradicting his own prior testi-
mony, this would greatly diminish
the utility of summary judgment as
a procedure for screening out sham
issues of fact."9

The last four words of the opinion
thus gave birth to what has come to be
known as the sham affidavit doctrine,
i.e., a trial court can disregard an affi-
davit that offsets the affiant's prior dep-
osition testimony where the contradiction
is unexplained and unqualified by the
affiant. Following Perma Research, the
federal circuits that have considered
the sham affidavit doctrine have adopt-
ed it in one form or another.10

An offsetting affidavit should not be
ignored in all circumstances, however.
At least two exceptions have developed.
First, a party is permitted to introduce
an offsetting affidavit if he can demon-
strate he was confused by the questions
during the deposition."1 For example, in
Ramos v. Geddes,"' plaintiffs expert tes-
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The Sham Affidavit Doctrine in Texas I TBJ

tified in deposition that someone did
not violate the standard of care, but
there was confusion as to the identify
of the person referred to. Subsequently,
the expert provided an arguably con-
trary affidavit concerning the standard
of care. On these facts, Judge Kazen
concluded that legitimate confusion
existed and permitted the affidavit.13

The second exception arises when
the affiant discovers new evidence that
was not available during the deposi-
tion.' This exception is generally well
acknowledged and recognized."

Additionally, the sham affidavit doc-
trine is generally well recognized in
most states.16 Some states, however, hold,
as the Texas Supreme Court held in
Randall, that a trial court is obliged to
consider all evidence in opposition to a
motion for summary judgment, includ-
ing an affidavit that contradicts a prior
deposition."

Sham Affidavits in Texas

The First Court of Appeals in Hous-
ton was the first court in Texas to adopt
the sham affidavit doctrine. In Farroux
v. Denny's Restaurants, Inc.,"8 the

plaintiff alleged that he got food poison-

ing from eating a Grand Slam breakfast
from Denny's. In deposition, the plain-
tiff admitted that his personal physi-
cian told him that there were too many
possibilities to determine whether the
Denny's food caused his illness and that
no physician ever told him that the
Denny's breakfast caused any of his
health problems. In response to Denny's'
motion for summary judgment, the plain-
tiff submitted an affidavit stating that
his physician told him his food poison-
ing was the result of the Denny's meal.

Confronted with such conflicting evi-
dence, the First Court of Appeals con-
cluded that the affidavit was a sham and
could be disregarded." Specifically, the
Court held:

A party cannot file an affidavit to
contradict his own deposition tes-
timony without any explanation for
the change in the testimony, for the
purpose of creating a fact issue to
avoid summary judgment. If a party's

own affidavit contradicts his earlier
testimony, the affidavit must explain
the reason for the change. Without
an explanation of the change in the
testimony, we assume the sole pur-
pose of the affidavit was to avoid sum-
mary judgment. As such, it presents
merely a "sham" fact issue.2

The court noted the two often-cited
exceptions to the sham affidavit rule,
i.e., "an affiant could explain that he was
confused in a deposition, or that he dis-

covered additional, relevant materials
after the deposition."2'

Significantly, the Farroux court cited
only one federal court decision to sup-
port its opinion22 and failed even to
mention the Texas Supreme Court
decisions of Gaines and Randall that

are directly on point and contrary to
Farroux.

Following the Farroux decision, many
of the courts of appeals have similarly
adopted the sham affidavit doctrine.
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TBJ I The Sham Affidavit Doctrine in Texas

Thus far, the courts of appeals of El
Paso,' Amarillo' Austin25 Texarkana26 and
Houston (14th District)" have cited
Farroux with approval and adopted the
sham affidavit doctrine.

The San Antonio Court of Appeals
surveyed the various decisions includ-
ing the Supreme Court decision in
Randall, which it characterized as "the
most tolerant view of conflicting state-
ments between the same witness's tes-
timony in a deposition and affidavit."'
After contrasting Randall with Far-
roux, the court observed "most differ-
ences between a witness's affidavit and
deposition are more a matter of degree
and details than direct contradiction.
This reflects human inaccuracy more
than fraud."" After reviewing the differ-
ent lines of cases, the court held:

We conclude that a court must
examine the nature and extent of the
differences in the facts asserted in
the deposition and the affidavit. If

the differences fall into the category
of variations on a theme, consistent
in the major allegations but with
some variances of detail, this is
grounds for impeachment, and not
a vitiation of the later filed docu-
ment. If, on the other hand, the sub-
sequent affidavit clearly contradicts
the witness's earlier testimony involv-
ing the suit's material points, with-
out explanation, the affidavit must
be disregarded and will not defeat the
motion for summary judgment. 0

After reviewing the record, the court
concluded that any differences between
the affidavit and the deposition were
minor and could not be characterized
as a sham. 1

In contrast to Farroux and the courts
that have followed that decision, the
Waco32and Corpus Christi33 courts have
flatly rejected the doctrine and have
adhered to. the Supreme Court's deci-
sion in Randall. Similarly, both the

Dallas and Fort Worth Courts of Appeals
appear to follow Randall. I In Thomp-
son v. City of Corsicana Housing
Auth.,5 the Waco court criticized Far-
roux for relying on federal authorities
for creating the sham affidavit doctrine
in Texas, noting that the Supreme
Court has expressly disavowed the
application of federal procedural stan-
dards to summary judgment motions
filed under Rule 166a.16 The court
determined it would adhere to its previ-
ous position37 and ruled, "if a party pro-
vides inconsistent or conflicting
summary judgment proof, that party
has created a fact issue for the trier of
fact to resolve.13 As a result, if the res-
olution of a summary judgment
depends on the credibility of affiants or
deponents, then "the motion should
not be granted." 9 The court recognized
that its ruling could permit an
unscrupulous party to create a sham
fact question to defeat summary judg-
ment by filing false affidavits. However,
the court should rely on the attorneys
as officers of the court to be candid
with the court. ' If an attorney fails to
observe his ethical obligations, then
sanctions can be imposed on the attor-
ney 1 or the party.42 The Corpus Christi
Court of Appeals followed Thompson
and concluded, "any inconsistency or
conflict between a party's deposition
and affidavit is not a reason to exclude
that evidence in a summary judgment
proceeding."' 3 As a result, if a trial
court excludes an affidavit based on an
alleged inconsistency with a deposi-
tion, the court ruled that the trial court
abuses its discretion."

Authority of Courts to
Disregard Offsetting Affidavits

Courts that disagree with the sham
affidavit doctrine usually argue that a
court is precluded under the summary
judgment rules from making a determi-
nation of the credibility of the witnesses.
Specifically, both the federal and Texas
rules preclude a court from weighing a
witness' credibility at the summary judg-
ment stage."' "The trial court's duty is
to determine if there are any fact issues

HeinOnline -- 66 Tex. B.J. 966 2003



The Sham Affidavit Doctrine in Texas I TBJ

to try, not to weigh the evidence or deter-
mine its credibility and try the case on
affidavits."46 Thus, the argument goes, if
a court gives preference to a deposition
and disregards a conflicting affidavit, the
court is necessarily making an imper-
missible credibility determination.47

Courts that have approved the sham
affidavit doctrine, however, have con-
cluded that sham affidavits do not truly
raise issues of credibility because the
affidavit is precluded from the witness-
es' previous unambiguous admissions. 8

The court is not weighing the credibility
of two different witnesses. Rather, the
court is ignoring an impermissible affi-
davit because it was fraudulently filed.

Ironically, both opponents and pro-
ponents of the sham affidavit doctrine
point to Rule 166a of the Texas Rules of
Civil Procedure to support their respec-
tive positions. Opponents of the doctrine
argue that Rule 166a(h) only empowers
a court to impose sanctions for filing an
affidavit "in bad faith or solely for the
purposes of delay."49 The San Antonio
Court of Appeals noted:

While this section [166a] provides
penalties for the making of affi-
davits in bad faith, the striking of
the offending affidavit or pleading
is not made one of them. We think
it rather apparent that the trial
judge was of the opinion that
appellants were evasive and equiv-
ocal of statement and were trifling
with the court by raising frivolous
and groundless defenses. But such
conclusions necessarily involve
fact questions relating to the cred-
ibility of witnesses, which under
our system of jurisprudence must
be determined by a jury (when
demanded) in actions to deter-
mine civil liability.5"

Proponents of the sham affidavit doc-
trine, however, also point to the language
of Rule 166a to support their argument
that a court is empowered to ignore an
affidavit submitted in bad faith. By its
very terms, Rule 166a(c) authorizes a
summary judgment when "there is no
genuine issue of material fact."5 By
ignoring an affidavit submitted in bad
faith, the court is making a determina-

tion that the fact dispute is not gen-
uine, a determination that is expressly
permitted by the rule. Commenting on
the virtually identical federal rule, the
Seventh Circuit observed:

Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 56
empowers a court to make a thresh-
old determination of whether a fac-
tual issue is "genuine." This power
does not emanate from the court's
role as a fact-finder, a role which
lays dormant during the summary
judgment process. Rather, this power
emanates from a court's ability to
make an initial assessment of any
evidence. A district court exercises
its prerogative to assess evidence
at trial by determining whether any
evidence is admissible. The court
is not acting as a fact-finder when
it makes such determinations. A
district court also exercises its pre-
rogative to assess evidence at the
summary judgment stage by deter-

mining whether an alleged factual
conflict is "genuine."52

Where Do We Go From Here?

The Texas courts of appeals have got-
ten ahead of the Supreme Court on the
issue of conflicts between summary
judgment affidavits and depositions.
More than 15 years have elapsed since!
the Texas Supreme Court has addressed.
the question of the so-called sham affi-
davit. Since that time, the federal courts;
have fully developed the sham affidavit
doctrine and many of the Texas interme-
diate courts have followed suit. However.,
a strange split of authority has developed
within the Texas state court decisions.
Not only are the various Texas courts of
appeals split on sham affidavits, but at
least six of the courts of appeals seem to
conflict with prior Supreme Court
authority. The Supreme Court needs to
weigh in and clarify the issue.
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TBJ I The Sham Affidavit Doctrine in Texas

Summary judgments are intended to
provide a useful tool to narrow issues
and screen cases that have no merit as
a matter of law. If legitimate summary
judgments can be defeated by simply
filing an affidavit, regardless of the truth
of the facts contained in the affidavit,
the summary judgment rules in Texas
would be thwarted. Trial courts in Texas
need to have the ability to disregard an
affidavit submitted in bad faith solely
for the purpose of defeating a motion
for summary judgment.
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