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DISABILITY BENEFITS

LTD Benefits Denial Failed to Account  
for Both Physical and Mental Disabilities

T he U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Cir-
cuit reverses a district court decision up-
holding the defendant long-term disability 

(LTD) plan administrator’s denial of benefits to 
the plaintiff employee based solely on the plan’s 
limitation on mental disorders.

The plaintiff was an employee of a retail clothing 
company. The defendant was the insurance compa-
ny that administered the company’s LTD insurance 
plan. After seven months on the job, the plaintiff 
developed a range of debilitating symptoms, in-
cluding vertigo, headaches, memory loss and ab-
dominal pain. After visits to multiple specialists and 
numerous tests, she was diagnosed with narcolepsy, 
Crohn’s disease and Sjogren’s syndrome. Unable to 
continue working, the plaintiff went on short-term 
disability leave and applied for LTD benefits.

The plan provided that if a mental or nervous 
disorder caused or contributed to the disability, 
benefits were not payable beyond a maximum of 
12 months unless the insured was in a hospital 
or institution at the end of the 12-month period. 
The defendant determined that the plaintiff was 
not disabled by Crohn’s disease or narcolepsy but 
granted LTD benefits for 12 months based on the 
psychiatric component of her disorders.

The plaintiff filed suit with the federal district 
court alleging she was wrongfully denied LTD 
benefits beyond the 12-month restriction because 
the defendant misinterpreted the mental or ner-
vous disorders limitation to apply whenever a 
claimant’s medical history included a psychiatric 
component. She argued that where the evidence 
establishes that a claimant is disabled by physical 
conditions alone, the mere presence of a psychi-
atric component should not justify application of 
the one-year mental health limitation. 

The defendant countered that the plaintiff ’s 
symptoms, absent any psychiatric contribution, 
did not rise to a level that would prevent her from 
performing her job. The district court interpreted 
the plan to mean that if the plaintiff ’s mental or 

nervous disorders were part of the disabling cir-
cumstances, the limitation provision was properly 
applied. The district court upheld the defendant’s 
determination, and the plaintiff appealed.

The court looks to previous rulings in similar cas-
es in which those courts determined that LTD bene-
fits were not denied on the basis that a mental or ner-
vous disorder “contributed to” a disabling condition, 
but rather separately considered the effect of the ap-
plicant’s physical ailments to satisfy the requirement 
that the claim review be reasoned and deliberate.

Because the defendant capped the plaintiff ’s 
benefits under the mental and nervous limitation 
due to the psychiatric component to her disabil-
ity without considering the physical ailments, the 
court concludes that the defendant’s decision was 
not rational in light of the plan’s provisions. 

The court also finds that the defendant’s reli-
ance on written reports by physicians who did not 
perform a physical examination of the plaintiff 
raised questions about the thoroughness and ac-
curacy of the benefits determination. Moreover, 
the court finds that the defendant failed to consult 
with medical professionals with relevant expertise 
and pointed out that the independent reviewers 
hired by the defendant specialized in orthopedics 
and pulmonology, respectively.

In addition, the court determines that the ad-
ministrative record contained no indication that 
the defendant’s reviewing health care profession-
als ever consulted with the plaintiff ’s treating phy-
sicians, who did perform physical examinations 
and were the most familiar with her condition. 

Therefore, the court finds that the defen-
dant’s decision to deny LTD benefits beyond the 
12-month limit for mental or emotional disorders 
was arbitrary and capricious. 

The court reverses the district court order and 
remands the case for further proceedings. 

Okuno v. Reliance Standard Life Insurance Company, 
No. 15-4043 (6th Cir. September 7, 2016).


