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CLAIMS PROCEDURES

Claims Administrator Substantially Complied  
With DOL Claims Regulations

T he U.S. District Court for the Northern 
District of Indiana finds that the long-term 
disability plan administrator substantially 

complied with Department of Labor regulations 
governing the claims and appeals process and de-
nies the plaintiff employee’s request for a de novo 
review of his claim. 

The plaintiff was an employee of a computer 
technology company that provided a long-term 
disability benefits plan to its employees. The de-
fendants included the plan and the insurance 
company that served as the administrator for the 
plan. The plan provided the administrator with 
discretionary authority to interpret the plan and 
determine eligibility for benefits. 

The plaintiff applied for long-term disability 
benefits under the plan, and the application was 
denied by the administrator. The court previously 
determined that the administrator’s determina-
tion of the plaintiff ’s appeal of the initial denial 
was later than required under the regulations. 
Therefore, the court must consider whether the 
administrator substantially complied with the reg-
ulations or whether the plaintiff ’s request to have 
his appeal reviewed under the more stringent de 
novo standard was appropriate. 

The court explains that in cases where the sub-
stantial compliance doctrine applies, a plan admin-
istrator, notwithstanding its delinquency under the 
regulations, is permitted to review a claim for ben-
efits under the arbitrary and capricious standard 
of review rather than the more rigorous de novo 
review. The court notes that the U.S. Court of Ap-
peals for the Second Circuit in Halo v. Yale Health 
Plan, 819 F.3d 42 (2d Cir. 2016) rejected the sub-
stantial compliance doctrine as flatly contrary to 
the regulations. However, the Second Circuit also 
noted that, despite the regulations, certain inad-
vertent and harmless deviations from the regula-
tions would not trigger a de novo review of ben-
efit claims. Accordingly, in order to meet the Halo 
standards, the court determines that the plan must 

demonstrate that (1) it has procedures in full con-
formity with the regulations and (2) its failure to 
comply in the process of the plaintiff ’s claim was 
both inadvertent and harmless. 

The court finds that the plaintiff failed to make 
any argument or assertion that the administrator’s 
noncompliance caused him harm under the Halo 
standards. In addition, the administrator made 
a full and fair review of the plaintiff ’s claim. The 
plaintiff was aware of the initial denial and the rea-
sons for the denial, which is required in order for 
the administrator to retain the benefit of deferential 
review. Therefore, the court finds that the admin-
istrator substantially complied with the regulations 
and determines that the plaintiff ’s claim was subject 
to the arbitrary and capricious standard of review.

The court denies the plaintiff’s motion to deter-
mine the standard of adjudication to the extent it 
seeks review under the de novo standard. The court 
grants the defendants’ motion for an order deeming 
the response brief timely filed or, alternatively, the 
defendants’ motion for an extension of time.  

Fessenden v. Reliance Standard Life Insurance Com-
pany et al., No. 3:15-CV-370 (N.D.Ind. September 26, 
2016). 

of nonpublic information or freezing trades of 
company stock, both of which would likely lower 
the stock prices, would do more harm than good. 

Accordingly, the court finds that the district 
court erred in granting the plaintiffs’ motion to 
amend. The court reverses the judgment of the 
district court and remands for further proceed-
ings. 

Whitley et al. v. BP, P.L.C., et al., No. 15-20282 (5th Cir. 
September 26, 2016). 
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