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DISABILITY BENEFITS

Disability Plan’s Limitations  
for Mental Disorders Upheld

T he U.S. Court of Appeals for the First Cir-
cuit affirms the district court’s decision in 
favor of the defendant long-term disability 

(LTD) plan’s benefit limitation of 24 months for 
disabilities caused by mental disorders. 

The plaintiff was a participant in an employer-
sponsored disability plan insured and administered 
by the defendant insurance company. In early 2008, 
the plaintiff began to exhibit a number of unrelated 
symptoms, including chronic pain, problems with 
reading comprehension, short-term memory dif-
ficulty, stomach irritation and a rash. The plaintiff 
tested positive for Lyme disease in November 2008 
under the IGeneX diagnostic criteria but negative 
under the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) stan-
dards. A psychiatrist diagnosed the plaintiff with 
major depressive disorder, obsessive-compulsive 
disorder and generalized anxiety disorder. 

The defendant approved the plaintiff ’s claim 
for LTD benefits on April 16, 2009. In its approval 
letter, the defendant notified the plaintiff that pay-
ments for mental-related disabilities were limited 
to 24 months. The plan defined mental disorders 
to include any mental, emotional, behavioral, 
psychological, personality, cognitive, mood or 
stress-related abnormality, regardless of cause or 
the presence of physical symptoms. The plan also 
provided that if a participant was disabled as a re-
sult of a mental disorder or any physical disease 
at the same time, disability benefits would be pay-

able first for any conditions that were subject to 
the 24-month limitation period. 

The defendant terminated the plaintiff ’s ben-
efits on June 1, 2011. The plaintiff filed a claim for 
extended benefits with the defendant on the basis 
of his Lyme disease diagnosis, which he argued 
was a physical illness not limited under the terms 
of the plan. The defendant’s board-certified physi-
cian and expert in the treatment and research of 
chronic Lyme disease concluded the plaintiff ’s test 
revealed a false positive. Therefore, the defendant 
concluded the plaintiff was not disabled as the re-
sult of a physical disease or injury. 

The plaintiff appealed the decision to terminate 
his benefits. His physicians believed his cognitive 
limitations, depression and anxiety were all the 
result of Lyme disease. In its internal review, the 
defendant relied on two independent physicians 
who concluded the plaintiff ’s test did not meet the 
CDC criteria for Lyme disease, nor did he demon-
strate the clinical manifestations consistent with 
Lyme disease. The defendant maintained that even 
if the plaintiff was physically disabled as a result of 
chronic Lyme disease, the mental disorder limita-
tion applied nonetheless because the plaintiff ’s 
mental disorders, regardless of their cause, con-
tributed to his disability. The plaintiff filed suit in 
district court in September 2012. The district court 
held that the defendant did not abuse its discretion 
when it concluded the plaintiff was not physically 
disabled because of chronic Lyme disease. 

The court agrees with the district court. Even 
if the plaintiff was physically disabled as a result 
of chronic Lyme disease, the defendant’s decision 
to limit the plaintiff ’s benefit to 24 months based 
on the mental disorder limitation was not arbi-
trary or capricious. The mental disorder limita-
tion applied if a mental disorder, regardless of its 
own cause, “caused or contributed” to a claim-
ant’s disability. The court notes it was clear from 
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resentative’s assurances, which were a crucial 
aspect of the plaintiff ’s decision to retire, were 
so grossly negligent as to amount to construc-
tive fraud. Under the third element, the court 
finds the company representative’s conduct was 
meant to induce the plaintiff ’s retirement and his 
conduct gave the plaintiff a right to believe that 
the defendants intended him to act upon those 
representations. The plaintiff satisfied the fourth 
estoppel element by proving he was unaware of 
the facts because his pension calculations were 
determined by the TPA.

Finally, the plaintiff demonstrated he justifiably 
and detrimentally relied on the defendants’ rep-
resentations. The plaintiff ’s communications with 
the defendants while his internal appeal was pend-
ing clearly showed that he would not have retired 

when he did if he had known the calculations were 
incorrect. Even though the pension election form 
contained a disclaimer that if the pension amount 
were incorrect the defendants would notify the 
plaintiff of the change, the plaintiff relied on the 
TPA’s calculations for two years before receiving 
the notice. 

Because the court finds the plaintiff satisfied 
all of the requisite elements of equitable estoppel 
in an ERISA action, the court grants his motion 
for summary judgment. Moreover, the court bars 
the defendants from reducing the plaintiff ’s retire-
ment benefits and demands that the defendants 
return the plaintiff to the same position he would 
have been in had the representations been true. 
The court also dismisses the defendants’ counter-
claim demanding repayment of the $17,000 lump 
sum paid to the plaintiff.  

Paul v. Detroit Edison Co. et al., No. 13-14256 
(E.D.Mich. March 30, 2015).
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the plaintiff ’s own evidence that mental disor-
ders continued to contribute to the plaintiff ’s 
disability sufficient to trigger the plan’s mental 
disorder limitation. 

The court rejects the plaintiff ’s argument that 
the defendant’s interpretation of the mental dis-
ability limitation was never raised during the in-
ternal appeals process. The plaintiff ’s claim is con-
tradicted by the administrative record where the 

defendant repeatedly stressed that the plan limited 
payment of disability benefits to 24 months. The 
court concludes the defendant’s limitation of the 
plaintiff ’s benefits to 24 months was not an arbi-
trary or capricious decision given the substantial 
evidence in the record demonstrating that mental 
disorders, regardless of their cause, contributed to 
the plaintiff ’s disability. Accordingly, the court af-
firms the district court’s grant of summary judg-
ment in favor of the defendant.  

Dutkewych v. Standard Insurance Company et al., No. 
14-1450 (1st Cir. March 30, 2015).
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