G.R. No. 192571. July 23, 2013 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Abbott Laboratories, Philippines vs. Pearlie Ann F. Alcaraz

Facts:

The dispute began when Abbott Laboratories, Philippines (Abbott) advertised for a Medical
and Regulatory Affairs Manager, a position for which Pearlie Ann F. Alcaraz applied. On
December 7, 2004, Abbott officially offered Alcaraz the position on probationary status,
which Alcaraz accepted. By February 15, 2005, Alcaraz commenced her six-month
probationary period, during which she performed tasks outlined in her job description and
underwent orientation briefings. However, conflicts arose concerning her management
style, which her immediate supervisor found “too strict.” Despite reassurances from
Abbott’s HR Director to adhere to Abbott’s Policies, Alcaraz was eventually informed about
her unsatisfactory performance and faced an abrupt termination of employment on May 19,
2005, without undergoing the formal performance evaluation process required by Abbott’s
own policies.

Alcaraz contended her dismissal was illegal, asserting she was not made aware of the
standards for regularization at the time of her employment, a claim Abbott contested by
stating Alcaraz failed to meet known performance benchmarks.

Procedural Posture:

The Labor Arbiter dismissed Alcaraz’s complaint, ruling her termination justified due to
failure to meet performance standards. On appeal, the NLRC reversed this decision, finding
she was illegally dismissed for the absence of communicated standards for regularization.
Abbott’s motion for reconsideration was denied, prompting its certiorari petition to the CA.
Meanwhile, Alcaraz sought execution of the NLRC decision, which was initially denied by
the LA but reversed by the NLRC upon appeal. The CA affirmed the NLRC’s findings, ruling
Alcaraz was illegally dismissed, and concurrently denied Abbott’s petitions regarding the
execution of judgment.

Issues:

1. Whether Abbott was guilty of forum shopping and violated certification requirements
under Section 5, Rule 7 of the Rules of Court.

2. Whether Alcaraz was sufficiently informed of the standards for regularization.

3. The validity of Alcaraz’s termination.

4. Liability of individual Abbott officers for Alcaraz’s termination.

Court’s Decision:
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The Supreme Court granted Abbott’s petition, overturning the CA and NLRC’s findings, and
reinstated the LA’s decision but modified it to order Abbott to pay Alcaraz nominal damages
for procedural breach. The Court found Abbott had made known to Alcaraz her probationary
status and the standards for regularization. However, Abbott’s failure to follow its internal
evaluation procedures constituted a procedural infirmity warranting nominal damages.

Doctrine:

Probationary employment and its termination must adhere to standards communicated at
the time of the employee’s engagement. A company’s policy forms an implied contract that
must be faithfully executed, and deviation without just cause or due process results in
procedural infirmity.

Class Notes:

- Probationary employment: Clear communication of performance standards at the time of
hiring is required under Article 295 of the Labor Code.

- Termination for Just Cause: Requires adherence to due process as outlined in the
Implementing Rules of the Labor Code and employer’s internal policies.

- In cases of procedural infirmity in termination, nominal damages may be awarded to the
employee.

- The liability of individual corporate officers in illegal dismissal cases hinges on proving
malice or bad faith in the termination process.

Historical Background:

This case demonstrates the intricacies of labor law, particularly surrounding probationary
employment and the imperative of procedural fairness in employee termination within the
Philippines. It underscores the importance of clear communication and adherence to
stipulated procedures in employment relations, reflecting evolving jurisprudence in the
protection of labor rights against procedural oversight and employer discretion.
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