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Notes
DISCOVERY SANCTIONS UNDER THE FED-

ERAL RULES OF CIVIL PROCEDURE: A
GOAL-ORIENTED MISSION FOR

RULE 37

*hile approaches to increase the eciency of judicial administration touch upon
many aspects of litigation, particular emphasis has been placed on aperceivedinabil-
ity of discovery sanctions to deal adequately with breakdowns in the discoveryproc-
ess. Historically, courts have assumed a posture of lenity in addressing sanctioning
choices, but recently a trend has developed that advocates harsherpenaltiesfor dis-
ruption of discovery both as a means of removing the delay caused by such conduct
and as a deterrent to similar conduct in thefuture. After outlining the role andpur-
poses of discovery, the author examines the analytical approaches used by courts in
applying discovery sanctions. He criticizes the Supreme Court-favored deterrence
theory because itfocusesprimarily onfuture recusant parties. Instead, he suggests a
multitude offactors that courts should consider in determining the appropriate dis-
covery sanction and concludes that such an approach would be more in keeping with
the goals of the federal rules.

INTRODUCTION

THE CRITICAL REACTION to the discovery provisions of the Fed-
eral Rules of Civil Procedure has been a cyclic phenomenon.

Upon their debut in 1938, the new discovery rules were cordially
received as an important and prominent step forward.' The pas-
sage of time, however, led to a loss of favor among those who
study the rules and eventually to calls for revision.2 Ambiguities
inherent in the wording of rule 37 were of particular concern to
those attempting to achieve a more effective discovery procedure
since that rule provides the sanctions for a litigant's failure to

1. E.g., Clark, The Bar and the Recent Reform of Federal Procedure, 25 A.B.A.J. 22,
23 (1939).

2. Rosenberg, Sanctions to Effectuate Pretrial Discovery, 58 COLUM. L. REV. 480
(1958) was the seminal article in the reform movement that culminated in the 1970 amend-
ments. Also greatly influencial was the COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PROJECT FOR EFFECTIVE

JUSTICE, FIELD SURVEY OF FEDERAL PRETRIAL DISCOVERY (1965), which was directed by
Professor Rosenberg. "The input from the Columbia Survey allowed the Advisory Com-
mittee to make vital changes throughout the Rules in places where they suffered from am-
biguity or less than efficient procedures in practice." Federal Discovery Rules: Effects of the
1970,4mendments, 8 COLUM. J.L. & SOc. PROB. 623, 644 (1972). One of the participants in
the Columbia project was William Glaser, whose subsequent book on discovery, PRETRIAL

DISCOVERY AND THE ADVERSARIAL SYSTEM (1968), is cited at various points throughout
this Note. See generally Developments in the Law-Discovery, 74 HARV. L. REV. 940,
990-91 (1961).
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comply with all other discovery rules. 3 Reform was slow in com-
ing, but twelve years after the amendment movement began in
earnest, an ambitious series of revisions was promulgated and
adopted.4

Since the adoption of those amendments in 1970, a similar pat-
tern of criticism has emerged with regard to the new discovery
provisions. The general applause5 that greeted the amended rules
has since been eclipsed by a growing call for further reform.6 The
new discovery rules are now viewed as ineffective.7 In particular
rule 37 has been criticized as a less than adequate sanctioning tool
and as one of the fundamental weaknesses in the current scheme
of discovery.'

Critical analyses of the discovery provisions have appeared in
the literature and a series of amendments to the discovery rules
have been proposed.9 The courts have also begun to express more
concern over the perceived failure of the discovery rules to func-
tion effectively.' ° As the pressure for reform mounts, another sub-

3. Rosenberg, supra note 2, at 486, 489-92.
4. Amendments to Rules of Civil Procedurefor the United States District Cours, 398

U.S. 977 (1970).
5. E.g., Federal Discovery Rules: Effects ofthe 1970 Amendments, supra note 2, at

644. While generally laudatory of the discovery rules and their capacity for increasing
pretrial efficiency, this survey did not project success for the revised rule 37.

6. The reform movement has been especially concerned with the reluctance of many
courts to apply the rule 37 sanctions in an aggressive manner. A critical analysis of this
trend is found in the text accompanying notes 147-72 infra.

7. For a recent expression by the Supreme Court of dissatisfaction with the discovery
rules, see Herbert v. Lando, 99 S. Ct. 1635 (1979).

8. E., Federal Discovery Rules. Effects of the 1970 Amendments, supra note 2, at
644. ("The single aspect of discovery that the 1970 amendments failed to improve relates
to the effectiveness of the sanctions which may be imposed for violation of the discovery
rules.")

9. For an in-depth analysis of discovery as it currently functions, some proposals for
reform, and a discussion of other proposals, see Brazil, The Adversary Character of Civil
Discovery. A Critique and Proposalsfor Change, 31 VAND. L. REv. 1295 (1978). Both the
American Bar Association and the Advisory Committee on Civil Rules are considering
measures to reform the discovery rules. The Bar Association's Board of Governors has
approved the recommendations of its special panel investigating discovery reform and has
submitted them to the Advisory Committee. The result of the Advisory Committee's work
is the Preliminary Draft o/ Proposed Amendments, 77 F.R.D. 613 (1978). Further action
upon this preliminary draft by both the Advisory Committee and the Standing Committee
on Rules of Practice and Procedure of the Judicial Conference is pending and, if history is
any indication, the proposals will undergo considerable changes before a final product is
complete.

10. E.g., National Hockey League, Inc. v. Metropolitan Hockey Club, Inc., 427 U.S.
639, rehearing denied, 429 U.S. 874 (1976); Cine Forty-Second St. Theatre Corp. v. Allied
Artist Pictures Corp., No. 79-7121 (2d Cir. June 28, 1979); Affanato v. Merrill Bros., 547
F.2d 138 (1st Cir. 1977); Paine, Webber v. Inmobiliaria Melia de Puerto Rico, Inc., 543
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DISCOVERY SANCTIONS

stantial revision may well result. When and if that occurs, only
time will tell whether the new discovery rules will experience the
same boom-bust cycle of acceptance and rejection as did their
predecessors.

Meanwhile, as efforts to amend continue, the current rule 37
stands as the primary judicial mechanism for expediting the dis-
covery process once that process has been disrupted."' This Note
analyzes rule 37 in an attempt to develop a pattern for its applica-
tion that will increase efficiency in the discovery process. The ex-
ercise is not critical commentary or speculation upon any phase of
the proposed amendments, but rather a pragmatic view of the rule
as it is now formulated. Particular emphasis is given to the factors
considered by the judiciary in its discretionary choice of an appro-
priate rule 37 sanction and the deterrence theory of sanctioning
disruptions in the discovery process.

I. THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF CIVIL DISCOVERY

Immediately upon the adoption of the Federal Rules of Civil
Procedure, 2 it was clear that federal practice and procedure had
undergone major surgery.' 3 From that moment on, it became
manifest that if the new rules were to function with the desired
efficacy both bench and bar would be required to take steps to
insure that the character of that surgery would be remedial rather
than cosmetic. The new discovery rules in particular were innova-
tive in terms of newly available methods'4 as well as new policy
directions in both pleading and pretrial practice.'- Gone was the

F.2d 3 (2d Cir. 1976), cert. denied, 430 U.S. 907 (1977); Emerick v. Fenick Indus., Inc., 539
F.2d 1379 (5th Cir. 1976).

11. E.g., Soci6t6 Internationale pour Participations Industrielles et Commerciales,
S.A. v. Rogers, 357 U.S. 197, 207 (1958). Courts have, at times, looked to other provisions
of the Federal Rules for power to deal with disruptions in discovery. In particular, courts
have focused on rule 41(b) (involuntary dismissal of an action) and even rule 45(f) (con-
tempt as the result of failure to obey a subpoena). However, in the wake of Soidt& Interna-
tionale courts have come to recognize that "Rule 37 was unmistakably designed to generate
the principal enforcement power behind the array of discovery procedures and was doubt-
less intended to be the exclusive source of authority to punish evasion." Rosenberg, supra
note 2, at 483.

12. Rules ofProcedurefor the District Courts of the United States, 308 U.S. 645 (1937).
13. C. WRIGHT, FEDERAL COURTS § 62 (3d ed. 1976); P. CONNOLLY, E. HOLLEMAN &

M. KUHLMAN, JUDICIAL CONTROLS AND THE CIVIL LITIGATIVE PROCESS: DISCOVERY 5

(1978).
14. FED. R. Civ. P. 30-31, 33-36.
15. See P. CONNOLLY, E. HOLLEMAN & M. KUHLMAN, supra note 13, at 5-10; C.

WRIGHT, supra note 13, § 81; 8 C. WRIGHT & A. MILLER, FEDERAL PRACTICE AND PROCE-
DURE § 2001 (1970).

1979]
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era of fact and issue pleading. Notice pleading emerged rejecting
the notion that "pleading is a game of skill in which one misstep
by counsel may be decisive to the outcome."'' 6 Gone too was the
era when surprise was a legitimate trial tactic. 7 Instead, pretrial
discovery devices were established to ensure full disclosure of
facts and issues before trial in order to help obtain the "just,
speedy, and inexpensive determination of every action."' 8 The
new discovery rules harbingered a transition from the procedural
dark ages of common law pleading to a more enlightened era of
pragmatic pretrial and trial practice,' 9 and reflected the evolution-
ary refinements of existing procedures in law and equity systemat-
ically distilled into a functional package.2° To understand the role
of the discovery process it is necessary to examine its common law
antecedents and the history of reform which produced the Federal
Rules of Civil Procedure.2'

Common law pleading may be regarded as having six func-
tions: (1) to distill the controversy to one concise issue of fact or
law; (2) to reduce the issues of fact through the elimination of im-
material and incidental details; (3) to give notice of the contro-
versy to the parties and to the court; (4) to catalogue matter to be
proved at trial and to apportion the burden of proof between the
parties; (5) to provide a formal basis for judgment; and (6) to pre-
serve a record of the litigation.2 2 The primary function of the
process was the reduction of the case to its ultimate issues, but the
technicalities of common law pleading often enabled counsel to
subvert this aim.23 Pressure for reform mounted in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries until the first waves of change surfaced

16. Conley v. Gibson, 355 U.S. 41, 98 (1957).
17. C. WRIGHT, supra note 13, § 81; Holtzoff, The Elimination o/Surprise in Federal

Practice, 7 VAND. L. REV. 576 (1954). To some commentators, the attempts to eliminate or
minimize surprise were not necessarily a laudable aim. Eg., Hawkins, Discovery and Rule
34." What's So Wrong About Surprise?, 39 A.B.A.J. 1075 (1953). It has even been suggested
that discovery has failed in its effort to eliminate the use of surprise and that it may, in fact,

have had an opposite effect. W. GLASER, PRETRIAL DISCOVERY AND THE ADVERSARY
SYSTEM 105-09 (1968).

18. FED. R. Civ. P. 1.

19. C. WRIGHT, supra note 13, § 81.
20. See P. CONNOLLY, E. HOLLEMAN & M. KUHLMAN, supra note 13, at 5-9; M.

GREEN, BASIC CIVIL PROCEDURE 120-22 (1972); J. KOFFLER & A. REPPY, COMMON LAW

PLEADING §§ 1-7 (1969); C. WRIGHT, supra note 13, §§ 61-62; C. WRIGHT & A. MILLER,
supra note 15, § 2002.

21. J. KOFFLER & A. REPPY, supra note 20, § 3.
22. Id
23. Id

[Vol. 29:603
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in both England and the United States.24

The first procedural reform to attain a lasting influence was
The Code of Procedure of New York, or Field Code, of 1848.25 In
its basic provisions, the Field Code abolished the distinction be-
tween actions at law and suits in equity,26 specifically delineated
the matter that was to appear in the pleadings,27 and broadened
the number of available discovery devices.28 In the century that
followed twenty-eight states used the Field Code as a model for
procedural reform, 29 but in many jurisdictions-including New
York-the courts engaged in a gradual process of adulterating
these innovations by reading into the code provisions policies of
common law.3°

While more than half the states were at least nodding in the
direction of procedural reform, procedure in the United States
District Courts remained entrenched in a quagmire of conflicting
systems. Law and equity were compartmentalized on their respec-
tive "sides" of the court, and procedure was different for each.
Discovery was in a primitive state, finding its clearest expression
in the very limited role granted it in the Federal Equity Rules.3 t

24. For a lucid history of this reform movement, see R. FIELD, B. KAPLAN & K.
CLERMONT, MATERIALS FOR A BASIC COURSE IN CIVIL PROCEDURE 356-62 (4th ed. 1978).
It is interesting to note that in both England and the United States the greater impetus
toward reform came from the public and not the legal profession. Id at 356. See generally
Sunderland, The English Struggle for Procedural Reform, 39 HARV. L. REV. 725 (1926).

25. 1848 N.Y. Laws ch. 379. For copious commentary on both the man and his code,

see DAVID DUDLEY FIELD CENTENARY ESSAYS: CELEBRATING ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF

LEGAL REFORM (A. Reppy ed. 1949).
26. R. FIELD, B. KAPLAN & K. CLERMONT, supra note 24, at 357.
27. Id at 358.
28. Id at 359. Other provisions mandated verification of most pleadings, limited the

number of permissible pleadings, restricted the use of demurrers, revised the rules ofjoin-
der of causes of action, and liberalized rules concerning joinder of parties, amended plead-
ings, and variances between pleadings and proof. Id

29. C. CLARK, HANDBOOK OF THE LAW OF CODE PLEADING § 8 (2d ed. 1947).
30. J. KOFFLER & A. REPPY, supra note 20, at § 7.
31. Rules of Practice for the Courts of Equity of the United States, 226 U.S. 627

(1912). The sole provision in the Equity Rules that dealt with discovery was rule 58 which
allowed for a very restricted form of discovery practice. It read:

Disco very-Interrogatories-Inspection and Production of Documents-Admission of
Execution or Genuineness.

The plaintiff at any time after filing the bill and not later than twenty-one days
after the joinder of issue, and the defendant at any time after filing his answer and
not later than twenty-one days after the joinder of issue, and either party at any
time thereafter by leave of the court or judge, may file interrogatories in writing
for the discovery by the opposite party or parties of facts and documents material
to the support of defense of the cause, with a note at the foot thereof stating which
of the interrogatories each of the parties is required to answer. But no party shall
file more than one set of interrogatories to the same party without leave of the
court or judge.

1979]
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Under the Conformity Act,3 2 the procedural rules of actions at
law were derived from the procedural rules of the state in which
the court sat, subject to a few federal statutes. The result was a
host of divergent procedural systems that became a lawyer's
nightmare.

33

Unlike previous reforms, the struggle for a more manageable
procedural scheme in the federal courts arose from the ranks of
lawyers.34 The first salvo came in 1911 when the American Bar
Association adopted a resolution favoring rules of civil procedure

If any party to the cause is a public or private corporation, any opposite party
may apply to the court or judge for an order allowing him to file interrogatories to
be answered by any officer of the corporation, and an order may be made accord-
ingly for the examination of such officer as may appear to be proper upon such
interrogatories as the court or judge shall think fit.

Copies shall be filed for the use of the interrogated party and shall be sent by
the clerk to the respective solicitors of record, or to the last known address of the
opposite party if there be no record solicitor.

Interrogatories shall be answered, and the answers filed in the clerk's office,
within fifteen days after they have been served, unless the time be enlarged by the
court orjudge. Each interrogatory shall be answered separately and fully and the
answers shall be in writing, under oath, and signed by the party or corporate
officer interrogated. Within ten days after the service of interrogatories, objec-
tions to them, or any of them, may be presented to the court or judge, with proof
of notice of the purpose so to do, and answers shall be deferred until the objec-
tions are determined, which shall be at as early a time as is practicable. In so far
as the objections are sustained, answers shall not be required.

The court or judge, upon motion and reasonable notice, may make all such
orders as may be appropriate to enforce answers to interrogatories or to effect the
inspection or production of documents in the possession of either party and con-
taining evidence material to the cause of action or defense of his adversary. Any
party failing or refusing to comply with such an order shall be liable to attach-
ment, and shall also be liable, if a plaintiff, to have his bill dismissed, and, if a
defendant, to have his answer stricken out and be placed in the same situation as
if he had failed to answer.

By a demand served ten days before the trial, either party may call on the
other to admit in writing the execution or genuineness of any document, letter or
other writing, saving all just exceptions; and if such admission be not made within
five days after such service, the cost of proving the document, letter or writing
shall be paid by the party refusing or neglecting to make such admission, unless at
the trial the court shall find that the refusal or neglect was reasonable.

For commentary on equity rule 58 in the context of the 1938 Federal Rules of Civil Proce-
dure, see Sunderland, The New Federal Rules, 45 W. VA. L.Q. 5, 19-22 (1938).

32. Ch. 255, § 5, 17 Stat. 196 (1872) (current version at 28 U.S.C. § 1652 (1976)).
33. R. FIELD, B. KAPLAN & K. CLERMONT, supra note 24, at 361, described the situa-

tion:
A lawyer practicing in the state courts and United States District Courts of a
particular locality must thus have mastered three systems of procedure: the state
procedure (which might be unmerged, and therefore constitute two procedures);
the federal law-procedure (which was the state procedure in law actions but with
a federal overlay); and the federal equity-procedure. A lawyer practicing in fed-
eral courts throughout the country (as a government lawyer, for example, might
well do) must beware of the state procedures at law (as modified by the federal
overlay), for each state in which he appeared.

34. C. WRIGHT, supra note 13, § 62, at 291.

[Vol. 29:603
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edy. Some guidance may be gleaned from the consideration that
the essence of effective remedial action is the coordination of the
remedy selected with the right being sought." 8 When applying
rule 37 sanctions, the court must be mindful that "the remedy is
merely the means of carrying into effect a substantive principle or
policy" and that "the remedy should be selected and measured to
match that policy." '" 9

Putting aside for the moment whether a court should subscribe
to a theory of lenity or a theory of deterrence in applying sanc-
tions under rule 37,120 it would appear that the inadequacies of the
discovery sanctions stem from an avoidance of policy-oriented
analysis in the selection of the appropriate remedial response.' 2'
Cognizance of the inter-relationship between right and remedy
supplies the firmest foundation for determining the appropriate
sanction. Sensitivity to this congruence between right and remedy
requires the perception that rule 37 sanctions vary in the severity
of their impact on the recusant party. Thus, the nature and effect
of each sanction will be individually discussed.

The sanction of taking certain facts as established 22 may per-
mit resolution of the dispute on the merits provided that the facts
so established relate to issues subordinate to the ultimate resolu-
tion of the controversy. However, if the facts withheld by a party
and later established by the court relate to a determinative issue,
then the establishment sanction may be little more than a mas-
querade for dismissal with prejudice. 23 Certainly there are in-
stances in which fairness to the moving party and the
administration of justice dictate that the recusant party be pre-
cluded from presenting his version of the merits. Yet the more
appropriate response is to dismiss with prejudice rather than to
manipulate the provisions of the rule so that specific factual situa-
tions transform one sanction into another. The same considera-
tions and possible results apply to the sanction of precluding a

118. D. DOBBS, LAW OF REMEDIES § 1.2 (1973).
119. Id
120. See text accompanying notes 152-67 infra.
121. See note 87 supra.
122. FED. R. Civ. P. 37(b)(2)(A).
123. See, e.g., McMullen v. Travelers Ins. Co., 278 F.2d 834 (9th Cir.), cer. denied, 364

U.S. 867 (1960), where the court stated: "[W]e can find no abuse of discretion, even though
the court may have done in two steps what could have been done in one." Id at 835.
Nevertheless, rules 37(b)(2)(A) and (b)(2)(c) provide for two separate remedies. The con-
struction of the rule logically requires that each sanction have its own role.

[Vol. 29:603
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claim or defense by barring relevant evidence.24

The striking of a pleading,'25 dismissal of a cause without
prejudice, 26 and a stay of proceedings 27 all enable the processes
of discovery and litigation to begin again. Such sanctions, as a
response to relatively minor disruptions allow the recusant party
to reconsider its position yet still have an opportunity to obtain a
resolution on the merits. 12 8 Dismissal with prejudice' 29 and the
entry of a default judgment 30 are the most drastic sanctions found
in rule 37 because both result in the resolution of the dispute with-
out reference to the merits. The use of these sanctions represents
an admission by the court that the adjudicatory process has failed
its goal of a "just, speedy, and inexpensive determination"'13' of
the action. Therefore, these drastic penalties should be reserved
for the most egregious and unremediable disruptions of the dis-
covery mechanism.' 32

The assessment of costs and expenses 33 against the noncomp-
liant party represents both prod and punishment. A threat of be-
ing charged for a delay, even if the amount is not great, still
represents an unnecessary expenditure. Such an assessment after
belated compliance serves as a reminder that even a relatively mi-
nor disruption may result in costs that need not be incurred.
However, the sanction should not be out of proportion to the of-
fense; therefore, costs, including attorneys' fees, should be dictated

124. FED. R. Civ. P. 37(b)(2)(B).
125. FED. R. Civ. P. 37(b)(2)(C).
126. Id
127. Id
128. E.g., General Dynamics Corp. v. Selb Mfg. Co., 481 F.2d 1209 (1973), cert. denied,

414 U.S. 1162 (1974) (struck pleading); Austin Theatre, Inc. v. Warner Bros. Pictures, Inc.,
22 F.R.D. 302 (S.D.N.Y. 1958) (stay of proceedings). A stay has a further encouraging
effect upon a recalcitrant plaintiff because such an order is not immediately appealable. 28
U.S.C. § 1291 (1976). Of course, if the recusant party were a defendant stalling for time, a
stay would be an inappropriate sanction.

129. FED. R. Civ. P. 37(b)(2)(C).
130. Id
131. FED. R. Civ. P. 1.
132. Dismissal with prejudice seems to be the sanction most often imposed on plaintiffs

who obstruct the orderly progression of the suit which they had instituted. Eg., Interstate
Cigar Co. v. Consolidated Cigar Co., 317 F.2d 744 (2d Cir. 1963). There may also be
constitutional limits upon the use of such sanctions. See notes 62-75 supra and accompa-
nying text. FED. R. Civ. P. 37(b)(2)(D) permits an additional sanction: "treating as a con-
tempt of court the failure to obey any order except an order to submit to a physical or
mental examination." This sanction, while not surfacing with any degree of regularity,
does provide the court a further tool for compelling compliance mandated by the rule 37(a)
order.

133. FED. R. Civ. P. 37(b)(2)(E).

19791
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by notions of fairness. The provision that the recusant party's at-
torney may be personally assessed these costs and expenses 34

lends depth to a court's ability to deal with some forms of dilatory
conduct. After all, decisions concerning responses to discovery re-
quests are generally made by the lawyer. This sanction may more
effectively dissuade counsel from sidestepping the processes of the
court. 135 It further serves to allay the fears of those who deem it
unfair that a party may be punished for the actions of his counsel.
Unfortunately, the sanction is rarely imposed.' 36

The so-called creative sanctions of rule 37-those orders "as
are just"137-are seldom imposed. When used they generally take
the form of conditional orders threatening a drastic sanction
should the noncompliance continue. 13  The remedial value of
conditional orders is difficult to gauge. The order may give the
recalcitrant party time to re-analyze his failure to respond and
possibly to conclude that compliance is his best option, or it may
merely serve the recusant party's desire for further delay. Hence,
in evaluating the propriety of a conditional order, the court must
be extremely sensitive to the motivations of the noncompliant
party.'

39

To this juncture, various components which serve as analytical
factors in a court's approach to the sanctioning process have been
discussed: the fundamental aid of the adjudicatory process, 40 the
purposes of discovery,' 4 1 the policy underlying procedure in gen-
eral and discovery in particular, 142 discretion, 143 remedial congru-
ence, 144 and the possible effects of the individual sanctions. 45

One other indispensible factor in the court's equation must be
considered-the interests of the actors in the courtroom. The

134. Id
135. Such a concern is expressed in analyzing the leniency in assessing sanctions in

Brazil, supra note 9, at 1343.
136. W. GLASER, supra note 17, at 155.
137. FED. R. Civ. P. 37(b)(2). The list of sanctions under rule 37(b)(2) is not meant to

be exhaustive because the rule states that the order listed may be made "among others."
138. Rosenberg, supra note 2, at 495. See 8 C. WRIGHT & A. MILLER, supra note 15,

§ 2284, at 768-71.
139. Motivational analysis should not be restricted to considerations involving condi-

tional orders. The perceived motive of the delaying party is a touchstone in the court's
equitable use of its discretionary remedial authority. See text accompanying note 83 supra.

140. See text accompanying note 18 supra.
141. See text accompanying notes 41-43 supra.
142. See text accompanying notes 39-43 supra.
143. See text accompanying notes 99-101 supra.
144. See text accompanying notes 115-21 supra.
145. See text accompanying notes 122-39 supra.

[Vol. 29:603
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court must balance the interests of the moving party, the interests
of the recusant party, and its own interests in the administration of
justice. The interests of the moving party include the most
favorable resolution of the claim made by or against him, and the
optimal exploitation of the procedural devices available to him.
The rights of the recusant party are the same as those of the mo-
vant, plus the right to an examination of the factors that prompted
his noncompliance. The court's interests focus upon the meritori-
ous resolution of the dispute before it, the protection of the rights
and interests of the parties before it, and the administration of the
judicial system to afford its maximum adaptability to the needs of
all who seek to use it.

This balance of interests must be accomplished within the con-
tours of the sanctioning process previously discussed and within
the factual context of each case. The recognition of all these con-
siderations, particularly the fundamental aim of the Rules of Civil
Procedure-the "just, speedy, and inexpensive determination of
every action" 146-- mandates that in selecting the appropriate sanc-
tion the emphasis be on an immediate and effective means of re-
moving the obstacle, unburdened by considerations with which
the discovery process is not concerned. A corollary to this is the
realization that in imposing a sanction, purely punitive action,
based on a policy of deterrence, must assume a secondary role to
the primary thrust of employing sanctions to fulfill the mission of
discovery within the adjudicatory process. If, within the confines
of the interests of all involved and the interests of the processes at
work, lenity is a necessary component of fairness, then the notions
of deterrence and punishment must be cast in a subordinate role.
But, in instances of flagrant abuse of the discovery mechanism, the
administration of justice and the vindication of the discovery
process may require that lenity give way to harsher sanctions.

The deterrence theory, by its very nature, rejects lenity in the
judicial application of discovery sanctions. Deterrence, if ac-
cepted as the policy guide in the application of discovery sanc-
tions, requires harsher action in response to noncompliance both
to remedy the infraction in the present case and, more impor-
tantly, to discourage similar conduct in the future. 147 There are,
however, fundamental weaknesses in such an approach. The stif-
fer and swifter penalties resulting from the deterrence theory,

146. FED. R. Civ. P. 1.
147. Note, supra note 107.

19791
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while arguably discouraging noncompliance, do not actively en-
courage the parties to cooperate within the structure of party initi-
ative "to obtain the fullest possible knowledge of the issues and
facts before trial."14 Within an adversarial framework, the threat
of harsh recourse may engender compliance without full regard to
the relationship of the information sought to the matter at
hand. 149 A resultant overcaution on the part of counsel might
lead to a clouding of issues through disclosure of irrelevant facts
delivered out of fear of potential sanctions. The discovering
party, aware of the more aggressive attitude of the court under the
deterrence theory, could perceive an offensive weapon within its
grasp and press for more fringe information should the court be
convinced of the data's relevance. 150 Logjams caused by delays
due to noncompliance would not be eliminated. The dilatory ef-
fects of failure to make discovery would be translated into time
spent arguing and deciding motions for protective orders15' and
additional time spent gathering the greater bulk of information
sought.

The weakness of the deterrence theory is, however, more fun-
damental than is reflected by speculative analysis of its possible
effects should it gain acceptance. On a priority scale, the deter-
rence theory exalts discouragement of future hypothetical conduct
over the policy of discovery in a case at bar. Under the deterrence
theory, the severity of the sanction becomes paramount to achiev-
ing the goals of the sanctioning process. In so doing, the theory
runs roughshod over the concept of remedial congruence 52 by
subordinating the larger policy considerations of the sanctions to
the hope that future failures to make discovery will be discour-
aged.

Nevertheless, the deterrence theory has found support in the
Supreme Court of the United States. In overturning a Third Cir-
cuit decision to reinstate a dismissed claim, the Court in National

148. Hickman v. Taylor, 329 U.S. 495, 501 (1947).
149. For an exhaustive analysis of the adversial context of discovery, see W. GLASER,

supra note 17, at 4-14 and Brazil, supra note 9, at 1303-05, 1311-15.
150. Most information is considered relevant for purposes of discovery. "[D]iscovery

at the pretrial stage is not fettered with the rules as to admissibility that apply at a trial, and
the utmost freedom is here allowed .... " C. wRiGHT, supra note 13, § 81, at 399. The
scope of permissible discovery is, therefore, expansive. See 8 C. WRIGHT & A. MILLER,
supra note 15, § 2007.

151. FED. R. Civ. P. 26(c).
152. See text accompanying notes 118-19 supra.
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Hockey League, Inc. v. Metropolitan Hockey Club, Inc. 153 indi-
cated its disapproval of the lenity demonstrated by the court of
appeals. National Hockey League involved an antitrust action
brought against the N.H.L. by teams making up the World Hock-
ey Association.54 After a series of consent decrees, only Metro-
politan remained a plaintiff in the action. 155  Interrogatories
submitted by the N.H.L. remained substantially unanswered for
seventeen months, and despite some justifications advanced by
Metropolitan, the district court dismissed the action. 5 The Third
Circuit reversed, concluding that dismissal was inappropriate be-
cause, inter alia, the noncompliance was not willful.157

The Supreme Court granted certiorari and reversed without
hearing arguments in a single per curiam opinion that offered
meager analysis. The Court stated that lenity is to be a
nondeterminative factor when assessing the appropriate rule 37
sanction:

There is a natural tendency on the part of reviewing courts,
properly employing the benefit of hindsight, to be heavily influ-
enced by the severity of outright dismissal as a sanction for fail-
ure to comply .... It is quite reasonable to conclude that a
party who has been subjected to such an order will feel duly
chastened, so that even though he succeeds in having the order
reversed on appeal, he will nonetheless comply promptly with
future discovery orders .... 158

The Court went on to endorse a vigorous approach to the deter-
rence theory:

But here, as in other areas of the law, the most severe in the
spectrum of sanctions provided by statute or rule must be avail-
able to the district court in appropriate cases, not merely to pe-
nalize those whose conduct may be deemed to warrant such a
sanction, but to deter those who might be tempted to such con-
duct in the absence of such a deterrent.' 59

153. 427 U.S. 639, rehearing denied, 429 U.S. 847 (1975).
154. In re Professional Hockey Antitrust Litigation, 63 F.R.D. 641, 643 (E.D. Pa. 1974).
155. Id at 646.
156. Id at 642. Among the justifications put forth by Metropolitan, as outlined in the

Third Circuit's opinion, were that the lawyers for Metropolitan were unable to gain access
to files because accountants and a former lawyer for Metropolitan had invoked liens on
them, that there were too many interrogatories to be answered in the time allotted, that the
lawyers were confused about when certain answers were due, that a due date had in-
advertantly been omitted from a calender, and that they had erroneously juxtaposed two
other important dates. In re Professional Hockey Antitrust Litigation, 531 F.2d 1188,
1190-91 (3d Cir. 1976).

157. 531 F.2d at 1193.
158. 427 U.S. 639, 642-43 (1976).
159. Id at 643. This statement of support for the deterrence theory had been followed
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As previously noted, this method of applying the deterrence
theory restricts appellate review to the inquiry of whether the
lower court abused its discretion and not whether, as an original
matter, the appellate court would have done otherwise.160 More-
over, the Supreme Court's decision to focus on future recusant
parties as well as on the case at hand directly conflicts with the
previously discussed multitude of considerations that should be
weighed in approaching a sanctioning order. It also flies in the
face of Dean Pound's admonition that discretion is tied to the case
at bar.161

But even if the deterrence theory is tempered by the applica-
tion of a "least restrictive alternative" approach 62 or by a closer
scrutiny of the record and the district court's exercise of discretion
when a drastic sanction has been imposed, 163 the theory is still
flawed by several realities of district court proceedings. Foremost
among those realities is that the discovery sanctions never have
been 164 and are not now often sought. 165 When the Court states
that the imposition of powerful sanctions must be done with an
eye to the present case and in anticipation of similar transgres-
sions in the future, it is implicitly assuming that such abuse has
reached sufficient proportions in civil trial practice to merit such
measures. A situation in which only eighteen percent of the sup-
posedly aggrieved parties feel a need to resort to a court sanction
to which they are entitled 66 does not appear to be one in which
injury abounds and party initiative is blunted at every turn.167

by a number of lower federal courts. E.g., Affanato v. Merrill Bros., 547 F.2d 138, 140 (1st
Cir. 1977); Paine Webber v. Inmobiliaria Melia de Puerto Rico, Inc., 543 F.2d 3, 6 (2d Cir.
1976), cert. denied, 430 U.S. 907 (1977); Emerick v. Fenick Indus., Inc., 539 F.2d 1379, 1381
(5th Cir. 1976).

160. 427 U.S. at 642.
161. R. POUND, supra note 100, at 57-58.
162. Note, Standardsfor Imposition of Discovery Sanctions, 27 ME. L. REv. 247 (1975).

The author suggests that the imposition of a sanction turns on a means-ends relationship,
and draws an analogy to the invalidation of regulatory legislation "where it infringes more
broadly than is necessary to accomplish an otherwise legitimate purpose." Id at 265.
Thus, if a sanction "infringes more broadly than is necessary," it, too, should be invali-
dated.

163. E.g., Wilson v. Volkswagen of Am., Inc., 561 F.2d 494 (4th Cir. 1977).
164. A 1968 study revealed that of a group of lawyers who felt that their adversaries

had unduly interfered with their discovery efforts only slightly over one-third sought any
form of judicial relief. W. GLASER, supra note 17, at 34-35.

165. P. CONNOLLY, E. HOLLEMAN & M. KUHLMAN, supra note 13, at 18-21.
166. Id at 19. The figure refers to interrogatories left unanswered.
167. This failure to seek enforcement of rights by the discovering party reflects badly

on the concern over future noncompliant parties envisioned by the Supreme Court in Na-
tional Hockey League. See text accompanying note 159 supra.
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In order to evaluate the effect of deterrence on the discovery
process, it may be helpful to consider deterrence in another con-
text. In criminal law, deterrence as a theory of punishment is con-
ceived to rely not on the severity of the punishment inflicted-as
stated by the Court in National Hockey League168  but rather on
the swiftness and sureness of the sanction. 6 9 Similarly, the swift-
ness and sureness of the sanction is also recognized as a pinion of
the efficiency of the discovery sanctions.' 7° However, when the
sanctioning process is invoked in only eighteen percent of the in-
stances of delay or failure to answer an interrogatory, 17' no sanc-
tion, regardless of its severity, can be labeled "swift and sure."
Thus, the incremental deterrent value of a more severe sanction
would appear to be negligible and clearly outweighed by its afore-
mentioned drawbacks. 172

The real problem of breakdowns in the discovery process is
not limited to the fact that the rule 37 sanctions have been applied
in a questionable manner. The sanctioning process has also suf-
fered because courts have neither heeded the totality of factors
that weigh in the balance nor taken a sufficiently active role in the
control and operation of the discovery process.1 73 Since the ad-
vent of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure and their consolida-
tion of federal practice in law and equity, there has been a gradual
and continual relaxation of judicial control over the discovery
process. 74  Simultaneously, however, the function and impor-
tance of the process has expanded. Inasmuch as the orderly func-
tion of the process has been left almost exclusively to lawyers
representing opposing litigants, much of the delay and disruption

168. 427 U.S. at 643 ("[T]he most severe in the spectrum of sanctions provided...
must be available. . . to deter those who might be tempted to such conduct in the absence
of such a deterrent).

169. [C]ertainty, considered by itself, has a moderate deterrent effect for all crimes,
while severity acting alone is not associated with lower rates of crime. When
certainty and severity are combined. . . the impact of severity is filtered through
the certainty value. This means that increasing severity in a condition of low
certainty will have little effect on crime rates.

Antunes & Hunt, The Deterrence Impact of Criminal Sanctions: Some Implications for
Criminal Justice Policy, 51 J. URn. L. 145, 158 (1973). For evidence correlating effective
imposition of penalties with deterrence, see F. ZIMRING & G. HAWKINS, DETERRENCE:
THE LEGAL THREAT IN CRIME CONTROL 158-72 (1973).

170. W. GLASER, supra note 17, at 154.
171. P. CONNOLLY, E. HOLLEMAN & M. KUHLMAN, supra note 13, at 19.
172. See text accompanying note 161 supra.
173. See generally P. CONNOLLY, E. HOLLEMAN & M. KUHLMAN, supra note 13, at

77-84.
174. Id at 5-10.

19791



CASE WESTERN RESERVE LAW REVIEW V

may well be attributed to the diametrically opposed vantage
points of opposing counsel.'75

As a means of injecting a healthy dose of arm's length imparti-
ality into the control of discovery, a recent analysis suggests initia-
tive on the part of district courts to avail themselves of rule 83 to
bolster the rule 37 sanctions. 17 6 Rule 83 reads in pertinent part:

Each district court by action of a majority of the judges thereof
may from time to time make and amend rules governing its
practice not inconsistent with these rules . . . . In all cases not
provided for by rule, the district courts may regulate their prac-
tice in any manner not inconsistent with these rules.

Bearing in mind the flexibility of rules 37 and 83, the suggestion
that the district courts could meritoriously experiment in discov-
ery control is alluring. Studies and experiments could be imple-
mented to speed the discovery process and make it more efficient.
The courts could attempt to encourage compliance through active
judicial participation, and-backed ultimately by the policy-ori-
ented balance of interests approach outlined throughout this
Note-avail themselves of a direct and informed means for im-
posing sanctions in harmony with the goal of procedure outlined
in rule 1.177

VI. CONCLUSION

Proposals for amendments to the discovery rules are currently
under consideration and are being analyzed by the profession. 7 1

In the time between the present and any eventual adoption of new
discovery processes and sanctions, the existing sanctions must be
focused to achieve optimal efficiency under the current formula-
tion. Fortunately, the sanctions afford flexibility in their applica-
tion and may, when invoked in light of the purposes of discovery
and the policies of the civil rules, foster more efficient practice in
the federal courts. The analysis within rule 37 is discretionary,
and that discretion is circumscribed only by the tractability of the
language of the rule, the particular facts of the case, and the inter-
ests of all involved. To devote disproportionate attention to a no-

175. See Brazil, supra note 9, at 1303-05.
176. P. CONNOLLY, E. HOLLEMAN & M. KUHLMAN, supra note 13, at 17.
177. For a suggested model of district court control of the discovery process, see id.

The model proposed suggests active judicial management with an emphasis on rule 83.
The amount of control exerted would be tempered by reliance on empirical data compiled
on the amount of discovery information generally sought in similar cases flexibly tailored
to meet the needs of the particular case.

178. Preliminary Draft of ProposedAmendments, 77 F.R.D. 613, 623 (1978).
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tion of deterrence or any other single factor within the factual
equation seems impolitic in light of the rule's innate capacity to
accommodate an expansive spectrum of relevant factors.

Difficult goals are seldom attained without constant vigilance
and concentrated effort. As discovery is intended to represent a
crucial concomitance in the federal formulation designed to lead
to the "just, speedy, and inexpensive determination of every ac-
tion" then, despite distractions encountered along the path, that
goal must remain resolutely in the sight and mind of all who are
enroute. When it falls upon the court to determine whether a
sanction is appropriate, and, if so, which one, that court must pay
particular heed to the sensitivities of the individual matter before
it within the context of the adjudicatory system. If this analysis is
pursued in cognizance of the fundamental aim of procedure, 179

the purposes 80 and policies18 1 underlying discovery, and the func-
tion of discretion, 82 and if consideration is given to remedial con-
gruence, 83 the effects of the sanctions employed," 4 and the
ultimate balance of fairness to be struck among the parties and the
court, then the discovery process may more effectively achieve the
mission it was assigned in 1938.

WLIAM T. DRESCHER

179. See text accompanying note 18 supra.
180. See text accompanying notes 41-43 supra.
181. See text accompanying notes 39-43 supra.
182. See text accompanying notes 99-101 supra.
183. See text accompanying notes 115-21 supra.
184. See text accompanying notes 122-39 supra.
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