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DISABILITY BEnEFITS

 
Denial of Long-Term Disability Claim upheld

T he U.S. District Court for the District of 
Maryland denied the plaintiff cybersecu-
rity instructor’s claim for long-term disabil-

ity (LTD) benefits based on the failure to show 
inability to perform the “material duties” of his 
“own occupation” as normally performed in the 
national economy. 

The plaintiff was a forensic instructor for an 
information technology service provider that 
sponsored a disability plan administered by the 
defendant insurance company. The job required 
the plaintiff to either work at a computer or teach 
in a classroom setting. 

In 2013, the plaintiff was treated for head and 
neck pain and was granted short-term disability 
(STD) benefits for one month. The defendant no-
tified the plaintiff that no further benefits would 
be approved unless the defendant received and 
reviewed additional medical information that sup-
ported his entitlement to continued benefits. Over 
the following months, the plaintiff continued to 
submit medical information supporting his inabil-
ity to work, and STD benefits were extended until 
the maximum time available. The plaintiff ’s claim 
was then transitioned to one for LTD benefits.

The plan required that a participant be un-
able to work in his “own occupation” in order to 
be eligible for LTD benefits. The defendant con-
sulted the Dictionary of Occupational Titles and 
determined that the plaintiff ’s occupation most 
resembled that of a satellite-instruction facilitator, 
a position in which an instructor transmits live or 
recorded classes via satellite. The position was de-
scribed as sedentary, did not require standing and 
would enable a person to switch posture as needed. 

After reviewing the plaintiff ’s medical file and 
comparing his functionality with the demands 

of his own occupation, the defendant denied 
the plaintiff ’s claim for LTD benefits because the 
information did not support a functional im-
pairment that would preclude the plaintiff from 
performing the material duties of his own occu-
pation as it was defined in the national economy. 
After reviewing additional medical information, 
the defendant informed the plaintiff the denial of 
LTD benefits had been upheld on appeal, and the 
plaintiff filed suit. 

The court notes that the defendant had full 
discretion and authority to determine eligibility 
for benefits and to construe and interpret all plan 
terms and provisions. The court also explains that 
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit 
found that it was reasonable for an insurer to con-
sider the dictionary descriptions in order to define 
an applicant’s occupation and job duties. 

The plaintiff contended that his job more close-
ly resembled that of a training instructor, defined 
as a light-duty position, as opposed to a sedentary 
occupation. However, the court disagreed, as the 
duties of a training instructor exceeded those of 
the plaintiff ’s position. The plaintiff also pointed 
out that he was awarded disability benefits from 
the Social Security Administration (SSA). As the 
SSA standard differs from the definition of dis-
ability under the plan, the court finds no obliga-
tion to weigh the SSA’s determination more favor-
ably than other evidence. The SSA’s decision was 
not dispositive in this case, the court states.

Accordingly, the court grants the defendant’s 
motion for summary judgment and denies the 
plaintiff ’s motion for summary judgment.  

Neno v. Aetna Life Insurance Company, No. RDB-14-
03071 (D.Md. October 20, 2015).


