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Court Affirms Denial  
of Disability Benefits

T he U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Cir-
cuit upholds a disability benefits determi-
nation under the arbitrary and capricious 

standard of review. 
The plaintiff obtained disability benefits cov-

erage through her employer under its long-term 
disability (LTD) plan. Because of a back injury, 
the plaintiff was entitled to receive coverage un-
der the plan’s first tier of coverage for 24 months. 
After 24 months, however, the plan switched 
from an “own occupation” standard to an “any 
occupation” standard that provided coverage 
only if a claimant was “totally and continuously 
unable to engage in any occupation or perform 
any work for compensation or profit for which 
you are, or may become, reasonably well fit by 
reason of education, training or experience—at 
[the employer] or elsewhere.” 

When the eligibility standard under the plan 
changed, the claims administrator sought up-
dated medical information from the plaintiff. 
She submitted a report from her treating neu-
rosurgeon who stated that he was not going to 
make adjustments to work status “other than to 
continue her on light duty status.” The plaintiff 
also submitted a report from a pain management 
physician who became her primary treating phy-
sician and who indicated that the plaintiff could 
work part-time at a sedentary position with fre-
quent rest and with various physical restrictions. 

Based on the statement that the plaintiff could 
perform part-time work, the claims adminis-
trator identified several positions that accom-
modated her part-time schedule and physical 
restrictions. The claims administrator then in-
formed the plaintiff that she no longer met the 
plan’s definition of disabled and terminated her 
LTD benefits. The plaintiff pursued her admin-
istrative appeals of the decision, and the claims 
administrator and the defendant plan adminis-
trator upheld the decision. In their review, the 
claims administrator and the plan administra-
tor considered additional medical evidence and 
independent physician reviews. None of their 
findings indicated that the plaintiff could per-
form only part-time work, and one independent 
physician stated that the plaintiff “should actu-
ally be able to return to work full duty without 
limitations.” 

The plaintiff initiated this action in district 
court. The district court granted summary judg-
ment to the plan administrator and the plan 
(collectively, the defendants). The plaintiff then 
filed this appeal.

The parties agree that the arbitrary and capri-
cious standard of review should be applied to the 
plan administrator’s decision. The court notes 
that this standard is “extremely deferential and 
has been described as the least demanding form 
of judicial review.” The court recognizes that 
some courts have discussed the “teeth” of the re-
view process and that it is not a “rubber stamp” 
of plan administrators’ decisions. Nonetheless, 
the court emphasizes that it must honor the “ex-
treme” level of “deference” required under the 
standard and that it will uphold a plan admin-
istrator’s decision if it “results from a deliberate 
principled reasoning process and is supported by 
‘substantial evidence.’ ” 

The defendants maintain that the plaintiff 
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of unlawful discharge must be dismissed against 
the defendant.

The court notes in its decision that it is not con-
cluding that only employers can be liable for violat-
ing ERISA Section 510. The court notes that non-
employers could be accused of interference under 
Section 510 by fining, suspending, expelling, dis-
ciplining or discriminating against individuals. 
However, the plaintiffs’ complaint against the de-
fendant did not allege any of these actions and was 
focused solely on unlawful discharge. Thus, the 
court affirms the dismissal of this complaint.

The court also affirms the dismissal of the 
plaintiffs’ claim of violation of Section 510 against 
the contractor. While the court recognizes that 
there was an employment relationship between 
the plaintiff employees and the contractor, it notes 
that the complaint does not allege that the con-
tractor’s discharge decision was motivated by a 
specific intent to frustrate the employees’ attain-
ment of pension benefits. In addition, the court 
notes there are not sufficient factual allegations to 
support a reasonable inference that the contractor 
acted with that intent. The court affirms dismissal 
of all of the plaintiffs’ claims.   

Teamsters Local 705 v. Burlington Northern Santa Fe, 
LLC, No. 11-3705 (7th Cir. Jan. 24, 2014). 
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does not meet the plan’s applicable definition of 
totally and permanently disabled. The defendants 
assert that the plaintiff can return to work full-
time, with limitations. The plaintiff, however, 
contends that the defendants must consider the 
part-time limitation imposed by her treating 
physician and that ignoring this restriction is 
“cherry-picking” from the medical records. The 
court, however, finds that the administrative re-
cord reveals that the defendants gave due con-
sideration to the treating physician’s records. The 
court notes that the defendants followed up with 
the treating physician, and there is no indication 
that the treating physician continued to press his 
limitation on part-time work. The court further 
notes that “the ultimate issue in an ERISA (Em-
ployee Retirement Income Security Act) denial 

of benefits case is not whether discrete acts by 
the plan administrator are arbitrary and capri-
cious but whether its ultimate decision denying 
benefits was arbitrary and capricious.” 

In addition, the court notes that even if the 
defendants are restricted to the treating physi-
cian’s limitation to part-time work, it was not 
arbitrary and capricious to conclude that the 
plaintiff ’s ability to work part-time precludes her 
from being disabled under the plan. The court 
cites multiple other federal courts that have up-
held decisions with similar language. The court 
finds that these cases provide “consistency [that] 
lends further support to a finding that the De-
fendants’ decision was the result of a ‘deliberate 
principled reasoning process.’ ” Accordingly, the 
court affirms the decision upholding the defen-
dants’ denial of benefits.   

McClain v. Eaton Corporation Disability Plan, No. 
13-5395 (6th Cir. Jan. 25, 2014). 
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