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Court Awards Attorney Fees to Successful 
Plaintiff in Claim for Disability Benefits

T he U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second 
Circuit holds that the district court prop-
erly entered summary judgment for the 

plaintiff on his Employee Retirement Income Se-
curity Act (ERISA) claim for disability benefits 
from the defendant but erred in denying his re-
quest for attorney fees since it failed to identify a 
particular justification for not awarding such 
fees.

The plaintiff, an employee and plan partici-
pant, filed a suit against the defendant admin-
istrator of his employer’s long-term disability 
(LTD) plan, after being denied LTD benefits. In 
December 2001, while still employed, the plain-
tiff had surgery to replace his aortic valve. An 
unanticipated side effect of the surgery was that 
he could feel and hear his prosthetic valve. The 
plaintiff saw a psychiatrist because of the side ef-
fects, and the psychiatrist stated that the audible 
noises of the plaintiff ’s valve replacement added 
significantly to the anxiety he already experi-
enced in his employment. The psychiatrist sub-
sequently diagnosed the plaintiff with “major de-
pression.” In June 2003, after attempting to return 
to his regular work schedule, the plaintiff sub-
mitted a claim for LTD benefits. On December 
22, 2003, the defendant denied the claim on the 
basis of its own consulting psychiatrist’s recom-
mendation after reviewing the plaintiff ’s medical 
file. The plaintiff exhausted the internal appeals 
process and appealed the denial in district court. 
The defendant moved for summary judgment. 
On June 27, 2012, the district court adopted the 
magistrate judge’s report and recommendation 
and entered summary judgment for the plaintiff 
but denied his request for attorney fees.

On appeal, the court concluded that the de-
fendant’s denial of LTD benefits was arbitrary and 

capricious mainly because the defendant ignored 
substantial evidence from the plaintiff ’s treating 
physicians that he was incapable of performing 
his current occupation and failed to offer any re-
liable evidence to the contrary. Accordingly, the 
court affirms the district court’s summary judg-
ment for the plaintiff on his ERISA claim for LTD 
benefits.

The court then addresses the district court’s 
denial of the plaintiff ’s request for attorney fees 
on the basis that he failed to show any bad faith 
by the defendant in making its benefit deter-
mination. The court reviews the district court’s 
denial for “abuse of discretion.” The court states 
that ERISA’s fee-shifting statute provides that 
“the court in its discretion may allow a reason-
able attorney’s fee and costs . . . to either party.” 
Here, the court finds that there is no question 
that the plaintiff is eligible for an award of attor-
ney fees as the prevailing party. The court finds 
that the district court erred in solely addressing 
whether the defendant acted in bad faith and fail-
ing to address the “relative merits” of the case. 
Granting a prevailing plaintiff ’s request for fees is 
appropriate absent “some particular justification 
for not doing so.” Based upon the court’s review 
of the record, it holds that there is no particular 
justification for denying the plaintiff ’s request for 
attorney fees and awarding them in this case fur-
thers the policy interest in vindicating the rights 
secured by ERISA. Thus, the court vacates the 
district court’s denial of the plaintiff ’s request for 
attorney fees and remands the case back down 
to the district court to calculate a reasonable 
amount to award the plaintiff.   

Donachie v. Liberty Life Assurance Company of Bos-
ton, No. 12-cv-2996 (2d Cir. Mar. 11, 2014). 
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