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Back to Basics – SDNY Says Non-Competes Are Not 
Retention Agreements 
Corporate counsel and human resource professionals may want to take a fresh look at their non-compete 
programs and the enforceability of their non-compete agreements – particularly as to high level 
executives. In a recent opinion from the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York, IBM v. 
Visentin, the Court denied IBM’s request for a preliminary injunction to enforce the 12 month non-compete 
of a senior level executive. The executive had been hired away by Hewlett-Packard. In a 62 page opinion, 
the court took issue with a non-compete agreement and program which, in its words, was designed “not to 
protect…legitimate interests but to prevent…employees from taking employment elsewhere.” 

What Happened 

In short, the Court rejected the general premise that a senior executive of one company should not go to 
work as a senior executive of a competing company. Where, as here, the Employer’s concern was the 
inevitable disclosure of competitive information, the Court would not issue the injunction (and did not view 
the non-compete as likely enforceable) without evidence as to: 1) the specific confidential or trade secret 
information within the Executive’s knowledge or possession that was being protected; and 2) the utility of 
that information in the Executive’s new job. The Court, in reaching its decision, focused on the following: 

a number of the Employer’s non-competes, including the one at issue, were form documents not 
subject to modification; 

the non-compete program included a financial “claw back” in the event of breach, which the court 
viewed as punitive and having no relation to a legitimate business interest; 

the Employer designed its non-competes to keep leadership from leaving, not to protect trade 
secrets; 

only some members of a corporate strategy team had a non-compete, and as such the Executive’s 
participation did not in and of itself justify an injunction or enforcement of the non-compete; 

there was no evidence that the Executive misappropriated, or otherwise had knowledge of, any 
specific information that would be of value in his new job, was worthy of protection, or otherwise not 
protected; and 

the non-compete barred employment by any competitor regardless of the job. 

Significantly, the Court was not persuaded by the non-compete’s acknowledgement provision in which the 
Executive agreed his Employer would suffer irreparable harm in the event of breach, noting the lack of 
meaningful negotiation and the inability of parties to contract for injunctive relief where it would otherwise 
be inappropriate. 

The Court also was not persuaded by the fact that the Executive would be paid for the duration of the 
restricted period. Rather, the Court found that being “sidelined” for a year would impose an undue 
hardship on the Executive’s future employment prospects. 

Moreover, while the Employer did not request a blue pencil revision of the non-compete, the Court saw no 
basis for partial enforcement given its rejection of what the Employer asserted as its legitimate business 
interest. 

Key Points Worth Restating (aka, reminders from the SDNY) 

1. Non-Competes are valid only if they protect legitimate business interests. In jurisdictions 
where non-compete agreements are permitted as to individual employees, protectable interests 
include trade secrets, confidential information and client relationships. Non-competes are not 
permitted to prevent ordinary competition or the departure of employees. 

2. Use the proper tool. If the objective is to secure an enforceable non-compete, the terms must be 
clearly related to the protection of the business interest at issue. (For example, precluding an 
employee with access to a trade secret from performing the same job for a direct competitor.) If 
not, there are many mechanisms to retain top talent, including retention agreements, bonus plans, 
equity incentives, pensions and other forms of deferred compensation to name a few. 
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3. Be vigilant and consistent in the protection of the stated business interests. Courts may not 
enforce the non-compete if the business information at issue (for instance, pricing or product 
development) is not safeguarded or is otherwise publically known. 

4. Liquidated damages provisions may be appropriate in certain jurisdictions, but must be 
well defined. Otherwise, financial penalties, or “claw backs” of economic incentives, may 
contribute to a determination of unenforceability if unrelated to the protection of the stated interest. 

5. Judicial revision of a non-compete agreement is not always available. Some jurisdictions do 
permit the blue penciling, or partial enforcement, of otherwise unenforceable non-competes. One 
cannot assume, however, that a court will modify an otherwise unenforceable agreement. 

For additional information, you are invited to contact the authors or their colleagues in Venable’s Labor 
and Employment practice group. 

If you have friends or colleagues who would find this alert useful, please invite them to subscribe at 
www.Venable.com/subscriptioncenter. 

CALIFORNIA   MARYLAND   NEW YORK   VIRGINIA   WASHINGTON, DC 
 
1.888.VENABLE  |  www.Venable.com 

©2011 Venable LLP. This alert is published by the law firm Venable LLP. It is not intended to provide legal advice or opinion. Such advice 
may only be given when related to specific fact situations that Venable has accepted an engagement as counsel to address.

http://www.venable.com/Labor-and-Employment-Practices


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


