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Settlemenis

People-Phobic Social Worker Wins $6.5 Million
For Employment Discrimination

Califormia iql.r!.r I'C!I_'\I"Hﬂ].' awarded
AEH?..G milliom lo a case worker wi

watd foreed oulof his job beeauee his
panic disorder prevented him from dealing
willh clients face-to-face,

The defendant clainmed that the job could
ol be done effectively without mectling
clients in person. Bul George Alberdgl, 52,
who suffers from agoraphobia, claimed that
T huaned e clasingg the jobs fore years over the
phone and hsd performance reviews to
prove ha was doing it well.

Adter o fiveeweek rial and five aysof b
liberratin, the jury rubed againet the S
r'r'_.1{'|1|,|:'|.l_'|_."!'-i [aman Services I‘.h'p.'lnmbnr,
.'I'I-L':I{!!iﬁH thi pl:linlil’f £1.5 millisown for lost
wWikjes aned &5 miallion for F‘Mili amwd .~.1:|fl'c'ri.|1pl.

Dhefense conansel did maosl eebarm nh]l.u-.-.i!:
for commet on the case ot has indicated
the county's intention loappeal. County of-
ficinls sakd aftor the vesdict that the county
belioved it had acted within the law when it
offered Albwrigi ether wark at the same pay,

Heqquest For A Promotion

Alberipi's conditbon was nothing new. He
hack been a case worker sinee 1980, and for
e thean s decade, e had sufffered from the
p.miu: diznrder el made it diffioult for him
Tm e :ilr.‘ll1El_‘r‘«lliI|.'I"\-|H fac, backle rwes sik-
uintions amd poout in public by himecli,

Howewver, his 1ttnm| y‘:!l“p'hl n Murphy
sand, he did his job wedl with a few accome-
miodations - the mast important being, that

...'|.m-lnﬂ' allowed o deal niLI'H.I'rLI:l...H.I:nu- ll],I

by refephion
U He'd worked as a coae worker Fora long
timner, aned b weas doing a great job, He haad
consistenl outstanding emploves reviews.
He w.mrﬂ'n|-|'|1plv:'|_l|'r\:|:srll'||' yearin L | e
anied Murplyy, “Beeause of his disability, they
minee accoanimiodations for him for 15 years
Bazically, he worked from the office but
corabd do st of hias work over the phaore.”

Hut thal chanped abraptly in 2001, after
he asked for a promotion.

His superiors said the new position
wrnaldd recquine him tn meet with dients in
TS0 amel put him ina Imining Program

“He'd worked as a case

worker for a long time, and

had outstanding employee
reviews. They made
accommodations for him
for 15 years. ... All he
wanted was his old job

back the way it was before,”

said Stephen Murphy.

that required him to l:[-l'wh:-p these skills
When this aggravated his agoraphotbia, Al-
berigi said he just wanted his old pesition
bhack, but his bosses sadd all case workers
now had b deal with clients face-to-face -
if he comldn't dis that, l|:|v|'_v would have o
put him in another pnsirinn

“All he wanted was his old job back the
way it was before,” Murphy said.

Alberig tried to do his job wader e new
comditions, but couldn’t hand be the inbense
anxiety ||'r|"'_u' procuced,

o T basically, hared @ neerees bresakebmam,”
siaid Murphy UHe collapsed atoscork and
wizs kiken by ambulance to the hoespital,
s stress relabed, He was |:|'i:|.ﬁm:b-l:d willy
a maer depression accompanied by fre-
quent panie altacks.”

Subtleties O The Disease

The plaintiff maintained he comaled dio his
job without mecting clents in person sinoe
the bulk of the work was interviewing peo-
ple aboat their finandial status bo evaluabe
whiether Ih:-_lr h‘l'n"I"lij:il:lll.‘!I1r.'ir-'|rl‘|'|'||‘|:|'il._.|'|
assistance. He had been allowed bo do this
from the Sonoma County offices for years

before asking fora promastion.
Inspite of years of positive performancoe ne-
views, Albenpi's supervisors sxid they wenld
|:|n|].'ll.'_|.l1|‘||.~m|rn||1m!r|tinm'ilhis disabililics
were considened lemporarny. Mtu,'riﬁi. [
Fr!ninn[ thr situation bo his Ih:_-mpé:q and dioc-
tors and they wrobe betters saying he might e
alrbe bo et cliends face-to-face in the fulune il
b worked foward that H‘ul i:ll""ll.'l..l[.l:r'.
Murphy said the supervisors then said
that if the condition was temposary, they did
net have 1o accommedate him at all,
\Il.lrph} Freli WS this st mirlyl}r i li-

muﬁﬂ:pﬂm:uumn[l@gmwﬂm ar

furry echdd in his dient’s (avor

I"jL' ‘-ulld (L ‘J{ I'Il"\- I.'I;I,:.'l"-‘ 1.11||.“|.'|1H|"1 wis
showing the jury that his client’s illness was
ol easily understood. For example, Albe-
rigi's supervisors noded that he was able 1o
coane bo work each day and had beoen seen
srong to the movies with a frend. The im-
plication was that the plaintif was exag-
geraking his illness,

“People’s inittal reaction to the diserder
is that it muest be black or whibe,™ said Muer-
phy. “But it's not. I a lot of gray
times he can o ok, sometimes he can't.

5. Bormme-

What he can do one day |1|,'||1.1_l.r ik b able
1oy o amvorthaer :l:l}',”

Pushvead To The Limit
Alberigi's supervisors madse it increas-
inghy difficult for him to keeg his jol. They
clianpged his work space and mace him come
ler work without an assigned desk. Eventu
.|||'.:,i:~|ni|.' arwd al'.xilt'l}- e it '|m'|'lcN.-=iH|*-[:|r
twim & o inbo weork af all, M-;|r|_1|'|}' =axiel,

His thesapist ordered Rim o stop sork-
ing because she believed he was sidcldal

The experience pushed his agoraphsbio
into a heightened state, making, it extoeme-
Ty difiteult for him to leave his apartment.

MMurphy said he belicves the ene of the
reasnns the county did nol settle becauge
they did not believe he would ever take the
case (o trinl.

bl | .-‘1:':|1|‘~:'| that II'II"‘}' T |:vx|1|,\':|_'1cl him
ter b bl fo o b teial because of his con-
chitiaan, B8 bessk & lot of courage for him to o
to trinl, ™ maid Murphy.

Alberigi was so uncomioetable in puibdic,
he didw't even go o the courthouse fos the
verdict, although he did come to testify,

“Thi= first dlay an the stasd he was berri-
fied, and he Jooked it said Muarphy "The
diefense kept him on the stand for two days
anel b pob a litthe more comiortable, The
jury ot a peod look ol him and believed [his
allictiom was real],”

Blurphy said that when he 111|L|..l"|.||:l|.'r.i|:';i
of the victory over the phore, he didn't even
ask about the amountof e verdiel,

“He was just II..1|'.P]:I_'|I' that lhz'y b
|1,|-|l| > MurLth. H.I'"t'l a

Maintiffs" .-llinrfbc}"'-hyr\-hrn i 8 Ml.l'r'[sllw
of thee Lawe Offices: of Stephen M, Murphy
im San Francisco,

Drefense Attorney: Sleven M, Woodside,
attomey for Somoma County, Calil
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