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REIMBURSEMENT

Summary Plan Description Governed Provisions  
of Welfare Plan

T he U.S. District Court for the District of 
Arizona grants the plaintiff software com-
pany and its welfare benefit plan an equi-

table lien against the defendant spouse’s third-
party settlement funds to reimburse the company’s 
welfare benefit plan for medical expenses it paid 
on his behalf.

The defendants were an employee of a software 
and consultancy company and her spouse, who 
were both participants in the company’s welfare 
benefit plan. The plaintiffs were the company and 
the plan. In March 2010, the defendant spouse 
was severely injured in a motor vehicle collision. 
The plan paid over $342,000 in medical expenses 
in connection with the accident. The defendants 
brought a personal injury action against the other 
motorist and recovered $1,370,000. The plaintiffs 
then filed a lawsuit against the defendants to en-
force a reimbursement clause in the plan’s sum-
mary plan description (SPD), seeking an equitable 
lien over the defendants’ third-party settlement 
funds to reimburse the plan for the medical ex-
penses it paid on the defendants’ behalf.

The court explains that a fiduciary under the 
Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 
1974 (ERISA) may bring a civil action to obtain 
appropriate equitable relief to enforce the terms of 
a plan. Such relief may include an equitable lien 
over specifically identifiable funds that the ben-
eficiary agreed to convey to the plan. To secure 
an equitable lien, the plan must show that (1) the 
beneficiary promised to reimburse the plan for 
benefits paid under the plan and there was sub-
sequent reimbursement from a third party; (2) 
the agreement specifically identifies a fund, apart 
from the beneficiary’s general assets, from which 
the plan will be reimbursed; and (3) the specifi-
cally identified funds are within the beneficiary’s 
possession and control.

The defendants denied that they promised to 
reimburse the plan because the SPD was the only 
document containing provisions giving the plan 

the right to reimbursement from third-party re-
coveries. The defendants claimed the SPD’s con-
tents did not constitute the terms of the plan. The 
court generally agrees that SPDs are meant to pro-
vide a comprehensive description of a plan to the 
beneficiaries but are not considered the plan doc-
ument. In this case, however, the SPD was the only 
document detailing the rights and obligations of 
plan participants, and it contained all of the in-
formation required of ERISA plan documents. 
Therefore, the court finds that the SPD served as 
the governing plan document. 

The defendant spouse then argued that he did 
not receive a copy of the SPD during the time that 
his wife was employed with the company. How-
ever, the plaintiffs demonstrated that a link to the 
HR portal containing the SPD was provided to 
the defendant’s wife shortly after she was hired. 
Employees were provided with information as to 
where to obtain the document and how to gain 
access to the HR website. The court opines that 
those measures were sufficiently calculated to en-
sure that employees received the SPD.

Although the defendants tried to persuade the 
court that the SPD constituted an unconscionable 
contract of adhesion under Arizona law, the court 
stated that ERISA plans were not governed by 
state law, and the defendants were unable to cite 
any authority to the contrary. Accordingly, the 
court finds that the plaintiffs established the exis-
tence of an enforceable promise on the part of the 
defendants to reimburse the plan for benefits paid 
if there was a third-party recovery from the acci-
dent. Moreover, the money was held in a specific 
fund pending the outcome of the case and was un-
der the possession and control of the defendants. 

Therefore, since the plaintiffs demonstrated all 
of the requirements for an equitable lien, the court 
grants the plaintiffs’ claim for summary judgment. 
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