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“Holistic” Review of Scienter Allegations
in Securities Fraud Class Actions Result-
ing in Increased Number of Dismissals
Scienter is the intent to defraud, and it is a required element of a securities fraud
claim. In 2011, the Supreme Court issued the Matrixx decision, which reaffirmed
the Court’s Tellabs holding that a securities fraud claim is adequately pleaded only if
“a reasonable person would deem the inference of scienter cogent and at least as
compelling as any opposing inference one could draw from the facts alleged.”1 In
Matrixx, the Court also reaffirmed that scienter allegations are to be considered
“collectively” or “holistically.”  

Some commentators predicted that Matrixx and Tellabs would make it easier for a
plaintiff to plead scienter because a court—having to view a complaint “holisti-
cally”—might be dissuaded from dismissing a case even where no single allegation
of scienter in the complaint was sufficient to establish scienter. In practice, however,
this approach has helped defendants, not plaintiffs.

In the first instance, courts have recognized that “zero plus zero equals zero.”2 For
example, in one recent decision, a Court of Appeals held that the following allega-
tions, even when viewed holistically, were insufficient to establish scienter: (1) inter-
nal company documents that were arguably inconsistent with the company’s public
statements; (2) individual defendants’ alleged interest in increasing the company’s
stock price for the purpose of using the company’s stock in an acquisition; and (3)
class period stock sales by the individual defendants.3

Another Court of Appeals determined that the complaint was properly dismissed
for lack of scienter where there were a number of independently insufficient allega-
tions, including that the individual defendants would want to maintain the com-
pany’s stock price because (1) the company was  seeking a partner; (2) the company
was planning to raise capital in a stock offering; and (3) the individual defendants
supposedly knew they would receive higher salaries, bonuses and stock options if al-
legedly negative information about the company was not disclosed.4

Not only are courts finding that zero plus zero still equals zero, but courts are also
considering public records and other factors, which often tend to negate an infer-
ence of scienter. These factors include:

•  Stock Trading Activity. When defendants increase their stock holdings during
the class period, this raises a “compelling inference against scienter.”5 Lack of
stock sales has also been found to negate an inference of scienter.6

•  Timely Disclosure of Risks and Difficulties. Public disclosure regarding the
business operations at issue tends to negate an inference that the defendants were
intentionally or recklessly misleading investors.7

KIRKLAND ALERT
February 2014

In analyzing scienter
allegations, courts
have recognized that
“zero plus zero equals
zero.”



KIRKLAND ALERT |  2

•  Lack of restated financials. The lack of restated financials tends to negate an infer-
ence of scienter.8

•  Lack of Contemporaneous Internal Documents. The failure to identify “a single
document, e-mail, meeting, conversation, or statement of any kind that supports the
complaint’s allegations” tends to negate an inference of scienter.9

•  Size of Potential Loss. “Because the losses … were extremely modest in relation to
revenues …, no such inference [of scienter] exists.”10

In sum, courts considering scienter allegations after Matrixx have continued to require
plaintiffs to bear the burden—as is appropriate—of alleging specific facts that give rise
to an inference of scienter that is cogent and at least as compelling as any opposing in-
ference one could draw. Viewing the allegations holistically in accordance with Matrixx
and Tellabs encourages courts to consider all relevant factors, including those that
negate a compelling inference of scienter. This holistic approach has benefitted defen-
dants because usually the non culpable inferences are more compelling than the infer-
ence of fraudulent intent when all relevant factors are considered.
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