
EEOC OBTAINS VICTORY IN SEVENTH CIRCUIT
IN PREVENTING JUDICIAL REVIEW OF PRE-SUIT
CONCILIATION EFFORTS

In July, the Employment LawScene™ advised our readers that a federal district court granted
the EEOC’s motion to seek an interlocutory appeal before the Seventh Circuit as to whether
the EEOC’s alleged failure to conciliate prior to commencing suit is subject to judicial review
in the form of an implied affirmative defense to the EEOC’s suit. Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 requires the EEOC, prior to commencing suit against an employer, to “endeavor
to eliminate the alleged unlawful employment practice by informal methods of conference,
conciliation, and persuasion.” 42 U.S.C. § 2000e-5(b). The federal district court granted the
EEOC’s motion for an interlocutory appeal because the Seventh Circuit had not yet directly
addressed the issue and because there was a split between other federal circuits as to the
scope of a court’s review of EEOC’s pre-suit conciliation efforts.

In a somewhat surprising decision, the Seventh Circuit became the first federal circuit court
of appeals in the country to explicitly reject an employer’s ability to assert an implied
affirmative defense that the EEOC failed to comply with its conciliation efforts prior to
commencing suit. The Seventh Circuit’s decision also breaks ranks with the Second, Fourth,
Fifth, Sixth, Tenth, and Eleventh Circuits who have all held that the EEOC’s pre-suit
conciliation efforts are subject to judicial review, despite the fact that these courts are
divided as to the level of scrutiny to apply in reviewing the EEOC’s conciliation efforts. The
Second, Fifth, and Eleventh Circuits evaluate conciliation under a three-part inquiry whereas
the Fourth, Sixth, and Tenth Circuits require instead that the EEOC’s efforts meet a minimal
level of good faith. The Seventh Circuit, based upon the plain language of the statute,
rejected the notion that the EEOC’s pre-suit conciliation efforts are subject to any level of
judicial review or scrutiny.

The Seventh Circuit reasoned that the language of Title VII, the lack of a meaningful standard
for the courts to apply, and the overall statutory scheme that Congress set forth in Title VII
precluded a court from reviewing the EEOC’s pre-suit conciliation efforts and likewise
precludes an employer from asserting an affirmative defense on that basis. The Seventh
Circuit found the language of Title VII made clear that conciliation is an informal process
entrusted solely to the EEOC’s expert judgment and that the conciliation efforts between the
EEOC and an employer must remain confidential. The Seventh Circuit also found persuasive
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that there is no meaningful standard to apply is determining whether the EEOC’s efforts to
conciliate were sufficient. The Seventh Circuit even rejected applying a good faith standard
because in applying such a standard, the court reasoned, a reviewing court could not help
but to engage in a prohibited inquiry into the substantive reasonableness of particular
settlement offers – not to mention using confidential and inadmissible materials as evidence.
In rejecting the application of a good faith review standard, the Seventh Circuit found
compelling that Congress granted the EEOC the unreviewable discretion on the choice to
settle or not to settle. Finally, the Seventh Circuit held that the broader statutory scheme of
Title VII in protecting individuals from unlawful discrimination trumps an employer’s interests
in asserting an affirmative defense based on the EEOC’s failure to conciliate because,
according to the Seventh Circuit, “the conciliation defense tempts employers to turn what
was meant to be an informal negotiation into the subject of endless disputes over whether
the EEOC did enough before going to court.”

At least in the Seventh Circuit, which oversees the federal district courts in Illinois, Indiana,
and Wisconsin, the manner in which the EEOC conducts pre-suit conciliation efforts may very
well change as its efforts, and whether such efforts were conducted in good faith, are no
longer subject to challenge by an employer or review by a court. This lack of oversight gives
the EEOC wide-latitude and considerable leverage in negotiations with an employer prior to
commencing suit. The question will become whether the EEOC will use that leverage and its
relatively large litigation budget to force employers into needless litigation. Employers, on
the other hand, as always will have to weigh the cost/benefit of surrendering to the EEOC’s
attempt to extract a high monetary settlement through the conciliation process versus the
high cost of litigating against the EEOC. Given the Seventh Circuit’s decision precludes
judicial review of the EEOC’s conciliation efforts, there will be no watchdog over whether the
EEOC’s pre-suit settlement demands are made in good faith and commensurate with the
merits of a particular case.

The Seventh Circuit’s decision and the clear split that now exists between other federal
circuits on this issue provides a basis for the Supreme Court of the United States to address
this issue and resolve the dispute among the different circuit court of appeals. We will let our
blog readers know if the U.S. Supreme Court decides to hear this case to resolve this
important issue.


