
november 2015 benefits magazine 63

legal & legislative reporter

BENEFIT DENIALS

Insurer Properly Denied Benefits for Failure  
to Meet “Actively at Work” Requirement

T he U.S. District Court for the District of 
Colorado upholds the defendant life insur-
ance company’s decision denying the plain-

tiff beneficiary’s claim for benefits in excess of the 
amount permitted under the plan.

The plaintiff was the wife of a deceased employee 
of the defendant oil industry technology company. 
The company sponsored a life insurance plan for 
its employees insured by the defendant life insurer.

In 2011, the plaintiff ’s husband was employed 
at a business acquired by the company. The ac-
quiring company offered the decedent benefits 
under the insurer’s 2012 policy, which would take 
effect on the later of January 1, 2012 or the first 
day the employee was actively at work. Until then, 
the decedent was still “grandfathered” under the 
prior company’s life insurance plan for $873,000. 

On November  15, 2011, while on short-term 
disability leave, the decedent enrolled for life in-
surance benefits under the policy in the amount of 
$1,010,000 and acknowledged during the enroll-
ment process that the plan might have prescribed 
benefits, exclusions and other limitations that could 
apply. During the week of November 28, 2011, the 
company sent all employees a newsletter that reit-
erated the policy’s “actively at work” requirement. 
The company also sent the decedent a copy of the 
2012 enrollment guide that also included the ac-
tively at work provision. That provision provided 
that if an employee is not actively at work on the 
day his coverage (or increased coverage) is sched-
uled to begin, his coverage (or increased coverage) 
will take effect when the employee has returned to 
his assigned schedule of hours for one day. 

The decedent was charged premiums for the 
policy beginning on January 1, 2012. On May 15, 
2012, he transitioned to long-term disability. He 
died on July  7, 2012 without having actively re-
turned to work in 2012. 

The plaintiff filed a claim for life insurance 
benefits on August  23, 2012. The insurer paid 
the plaintiff $873,000 plus interest. The plaintiff 

claimed she should have received the full amount 
elected by the decedent under the policy, but the 
insurer denied the claim for the higher amount 
based on the fact that the decedent never returned 
to “actively at work” status. The insurer did refund 
the premiums the decedent paid in 2012 for cov-
erage under the policy. 

After exhausting the claims-and-appeals pro-
cedures, the plaintiff filed a complaint alleging 
breach of fiduciary duty for the defendants’ vio-
lation of the policy’s terms and demanded the 
insurer pay $100 per day as penalty for failing to 
provide the decedent with a copy of the summary 
plan description (SPD) describing the life insur-
ance benefits. 

The court reviewed whether the decedent had 
sufficient notice of the policy’s actively at work 
requirement and, if so, whether the insurer ar-
bitrarily and capriciously denied the plaintiff ’s 
claim for increased life insurance benefits under 
the policy. 

The court noted that the insurer’s enrollment 
form contained an acknowledgement stating the 
plan may have prescribed benefits exclusions and 
other limitations. In addition, the plaintiff failed 
to prove the decedent had not received a copy of 
the newsletter and 2012 enrollment guide. Fur-
thermore, it was the company’s responsibility, as 
plan administrator, to provide an SPD rather than 
the insurer.

Therefore, the court determines the defen-
dants did not arbitrarily and capriciously deny the 
plaintiff ’s claim for the increased life insurance 
benefits. Moreover, the court finds the plaintiff did 
not state a proper claim for failure to provide the 
SPD, as it was the responsibility of the company, 
not the insurer, to do so. 

 Accordingly, the court grants the defendants’ 
motion for summary judgment. 

Shafer v. Metropolitan Life Insurance Company et al., 
No. 14-cv-00656-RM-KMT (D.Colo. July 2, 2015).


