Lawnwood Medical Center, Inc.  v. Sadow, 43 So.3d 710 (Fla. 4th DCA 2010):
A surgeon with staff privileges sued a hospital for slander per se, seeking compensatory and punitive damages. The slander claim involved statements during contract litigation by senior executive officers of the hospital that, among others, the doctor was not even “qualified to perform surgery on a dog.”

The jury found Lawnwood liable for the slanders; that Lawnwood specifically intended to harm him by its per se slanderous statements; that, in fact, it had actually injured him by the statements; and that he suffered no compensatory damages from the slanders but that he was entitled to punitive damages of $ 5 million from the hospital.

At no time after the claim of slanders per se had been brought to its attention by plaintiff’s counsel did Lawnwood ever offer a retraction. In its pleadings, Lawnwood denied that any such statements had been made. By way of affirmative defense, Lawnwood also pleaded that even if the statement about not sending a dog to Dr. Sadow had been spoken, it was merely “rhetorical hyperbole”. At trial it offered testimony that if the jury found that Dunwoody had made the statements he was “just kidding”, that the statements were “just an epithet”, and that they were “not really anything” and should be given little weight.

The 4th DCA explained that when the claim is defamation per se, liability itself creates a conclusive legal presumption of loss or damage and is alone sufficient for the jury to consider punitive damages. According to the appellate court, Florida’s unusually high protection of personal reputation derives from the common consent of humankind and has ancient roots. It is highly valued by civilized people. Florida’s state constitution and common law powerfully support it. “This is a value as old as the Pentateuch and the Book of Exodus, and its command as clear as the Decalogue: ‘Thou shall not bear false witness against thy neighbor.’ The personal interest in one’s own good name and reputation surpasses economics, business practices or money. It is a fundamental part of personhood, of individual standing and one’s sense of worth.” The appellate court found that the wrongdoing underlying the punitive damages in this case has Florida law’s most severe condemnation, its highest blameworthiness, its most deserving culpability. “For slander per se, reprehensibility is at its highest.”
Thus, the appellate court affirmed the jury award based on the court’s opinion that a reasonable jury could conclude that repeatedly defaming the skill and proficiency of a practicing surgeon was likely to have significant and long-lasting public and professional consequences. “It could rationally have equated the slanders to feathers loosed into the wind, with no one ever knowing where they all landed or whom they touched. The effects could be seen as insidious and unknowable. The jury could deem this the very worst institutional wrongdoing conceivable – wicked enough for considerable punishment with a strong corrective impact on the defamer.”
Thus, the 4th DCA concluded that the amount of punitive damages assessed conformed to applicable law and was neither excessive nor arbitrary so as to exceed federal Constitutional norms. The appellate court concluded that the issue presented was of great public importance and certified the following question to the Florida Supreme Court:
   Are punitive damages of $ 5,000,000 arbitrary or excessive under the Federal Constitution where the jury awarded no compensation beyond presumed nominal damages but found that defendant intentionally and maliciously harmed plaintiff by slanders per se?
The Florida Supreme Court determined that it should decline to exercise jurisdiction and the United States Supreme Court denied the writ of certiorari.
