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ERISA Plan Beneficiary Not Changed 
by Substantial Compliance

T he U.S. District Court for the Middle Dis-
trict of Florida denies the plaintiff ’s claim 
for benefits as the beneficiary of a deceased 

plan participant because the decedent did not 
strictly comply with plan requirements to change 
her beneficiary designation and the courts do not 
recognize the doctrine of substantial compliance 
with respect to the Employee Retirement Income 
Security Act of 1974 (ERISA). 

The defendant was a supermarket chain that 
sponsored an employee stock ownership plan 
and a 401(k) plan. The plaintiff was the close 
friend of a deceased plan participant. In 2008, 
the decedent completed beneficiary designation 
cards naming her nephew and two nieces as her 
beneficiaries.

After being diagnosed with cancer, the de-
cedent called the company to find out how to 
change her beneficiaries. According to the plain-
tiff, the company representative told the decedent 
that she must date and sign a written letter nam-
ing the new beneficiary and include the new ben-
eficiary’s Social Security number. The company 
representative also told the decedent she did not 
need to complete new beneficiary designation 
cards because she was not an active employee at 
that time.

The summary plan descriptions (SPDs) for 
the plans specifically instructed participants to 
complete and sign a beneficiary designation card 
and submit it to the retirement department of the 
company in order to change a designated benefi-
ciary.

On January 18, 2015, the decedent wrote a let-
ter to the retirement department designating the 
plaintiff as her beneficiary. The decedent died on 
January 19, 2015. According to the defendant, the 
decedent completed beneficiary designation cards 
but on the signature lines wrote “as stated in the 
letter.”

When the plaintiff filed for benefits under the 
plans, she was informed by the defendant that 

she was not the decedent’s beneficiary because 
the beneficiary designation cards were not signed 
and were therefore invalid. Thereafter, the plaintiff 
filed suit.

Although it is clear to the court that the de-
cedent intended to change her beneficiary to the 
plaintiff, the decedent did not strictly comply 
with plan directives for making such a change. As 
a result, the parties disputed whether it was cor-
rect for the defendant to require strict compliance 
with SPD directives for changing beneficiaries 
or whether the decedent substantially complied 
by sending the letter with her request. The court 
notes that if the doctrine of substantial compli-
ance were applied, the facts construed in the light 
most favorable to the plaintiff show that the de-
cedent intended to change her beneficiary of the 
plans and that the decedent attempted to make 
that change by taking an affirmative action that 
was similar to the action required under the plans.

However, the court finds that the Eleventh Cir-
cuit never addressed the issue of whether it rec-
ognized the doctrine of substantial compliance. 
The court looks to Kennedy v. Plan Administrator 
for DuPont Savings and Investment Plan et al., 555 
U.S. 285 (2009), in which the U.S. Supreme Court 
emphasized the duty of a plan administrator to act 
in accordance with plan documents. In Kennedy, 
the Supreme Court specifically emphasized the 
plan administrator duty to act in strict accordance 
with plan documents.

Without the doctrine of substantial compli-
ance, the court finds that the last valid beneficiary 
designations in effect were the ones submitted 
by the decedent in 2008, in which the decedent 
named her nieces and nephew.

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

Ruiz v. Publix Super Markets, Inc., No. 8:17-cv-735 
-T-24-TGW (M.D.Fla. March 30, 2017). 
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