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Title VII’s* disparate-treatment provision bars employefs
from intentionally discriminating against their employees on the
basis of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.[...] In
McDonnell Douglas¥*, this Court laid out @a three—step burden—

shifting framework for evaluating claims arising under that

provision. [...] The McDonnell Douglas framework aims to “bring
the litigants and the court expeditiously and fairly to thle]
ultimate question” in a disparate—treatment case—namely,
whether “the defendant intentionally discriminated against the
plaintiff.” [...]

At the first step of the familiar three—step inquiry, the
plaintiff bears the “initial burden” of “establishing a prima
facie case” by producing enough evidence to support an inference
of discriminatory motive.[...] If the plaintiff clears that
hurdle, the burden then “shift[s] to the employer to articulate
some legitimate, nondiscriminatory reason for the employee’s
rejection.” [...] Finally, if the employer articulates such a
justification, the plaintiff must then have a “fair opportunity”
to show that the stated justification “was in fact pretext” for
discrimination.[...] A plaintiff “may succeed [under the
McDonnell Douglas framework] either directly by persuading the
court that a discriminatory reason more likely motivated the




employer or indirectly by showing that the employer’s proffered
explanation is unworthy of credence.” [...]

For most plaintiffs, the first step of the McDonnell Douglas
framework—the prima facie burden—is “not onerous.” [...] A
plaintiff may satisfy it simply by presenting evidence “that she
applied for an available position for which she was qualified,
but was rejected under circumstances which give rise to an
inference of unlawful discrimination.” [...] But, under Sixth
Circuit*** precedent, plaintiffs who are members of a majority
group bear an additional burden at step one: They must also
establish “ ‘background circumstances to support the suspicion
that the defendant is that unusual employer who discriminates
against the majority.” ” [...] ‘ _

As outlined below, @ the Sixth Circuit’s “background

circumstances” rule cannot be squared with the text of Title VII

or our longstanding precedents. [...].

As a textual matter, Title VII’s disparate—treatment
provision draws no distinctions between majority—group
plaintiffs and minority-group plaintiffs. Rather, the provision
makes it unlawful “to fail or refuse to hire or to discharge any
individual, or otherwise to discriminate against any individual
with respect to his compensation, terms, conditions, or
privileges of employment, because of such individual’s race,
color, religion, sex, or national origin.” [...] The “law’s focus
on individuals rather than groups [is] anything but academic.”
[...] By establishing the same protections for every
“individual”—without regard to that individual’s membership in a
minority or majority group—~Congress left no room for courts to
impose special requirements on majority—group plaintiffs alone.

Our precedents reinforce that understanding of the statute.
In Griggs v. Duke Power Co., 401 U.S. 424, 91 S.Ct. 849, 28
L.Ed.2d 158 (1971) *kkkk, for instance, we said  that
“[d]iscriminatory preference for any group, minority or majority,
is precisely and only what Congress has proscribed” in Title
VII.[...] We made the same point even more explicitly in
McDonald v. Santa Fe Trail Transportation Co., 427 U.S. 273, 96




S.Ct. 2574, 49 L.Ed.2d 493 (1976)#*x%k*, a few years later. The
employer in that case had argued that certain forms of
discrimination against White employees fell outside the reach of
Title VII. [...] But we rejected that argument, holding that
“Title VII prohibitled] racial discrimination against the white
petitioners in thlat] case upon the same standards as would be
applicable were they Negroes.” [...]

Our case law thus makes clear that the standard for proving
disparate treatment under Title VII does not vary based on
whether or not the plaintiff is a member of a majority group.
[...] The “background circumstances” rule flouts that basic
principle.

The “background circumstances” rule also ignores our
instruction to avoid inflexible applications of McDonnell
Douglas’s first prong. This Court has repeatedly explained that
the “precise requirements of a prima facie case can vary
depending on the context and were ‘never intended to be rigid,
mechanized, or ritualistic.” ” [...] In McDonnell Douglas itself,
we observed that the “facts necessarily will vary in Title VII
cases,” and that “the prima facie proof required” can therefore
differ from case to case. [...] |

The  “background circumstances”  rule disregards this
admonition by uniformly subjecting all majority—group plaintiffs
to the same, highly specific evidentiary standard in every case.
As the Sixth Circuit observed, the rule effectively requires
majority—group plaintiffs (and only majority—group plaintiffs)
to produce certain types of evidence—such as statistical proof
or information about the relevant decisionmaker’s protected
traits—that would not otherwise be required to make out a prima
facie case. [...]

This Court has long rejected such “inflexible
formulation[s]” of the prima facie standard in disparate-

treatment cases. [...] We do so again today.

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964% 1964/ ARHMIEETHR.,
BRICBITAAFE - 28 - IR SICESSERNEEZEIEL TS,
McDonnell Douglas Corp. v. Green, 411 U.S. 792, 93 S.Ct. 1817,
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McDonald v. Santa Fe Trail ITransportation Co., 427 U.S. 273, 96
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(4 88) Ames v. Ohio Department of Youth Services, 605 U.S.
(2025) .
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