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legal update

De Novo Review of Claim Denial Ordered for 
Lack of Clear Delegation of Discretionary 
Authority to Plan Administrator 
Rodríguez-López v. Triple-S Vida, Inc., 850 F.3d 14 (1st Cir. 
March 1, 2017). 
De novo review of a denial of a long-term disability (LTD) claim is 
warranted since the plan entailed no clear delegation of discre-
tionary authority to Triple-S. As such, its decisions were not enti-
tled to deference. 

Mova Pharmaceutical Corporation sponsored an LTD 
plan for its employees. The summary plan description 
(SPD) named Mova as the plan sponsor and administrator 
and stated the “Plan Sponsor is granted the discretionary 
authority to determine the eligibility of benefits to and to 
construe the terms of the Plan.” The group policy specified 
that Jefferson-Pilot Life Insurance Company (JP), which is-
sued the group policy, should receive the forms and proof 
of loss for disability benefits and administer the plan. JP 
had the right to examine a claimant and was responsible 
for providing claimants with written notices stating the 
specific reasons for a denial of a claim and the basis in the 
plan provisions for such denials. Written notices also had 
to explain the claim review procedures of the plan and de-
scribe any additional information and/or materials needed 
for a reconsideration of the decision. JP designated officers 
to review requests for review of a claim, and it provided the 
written decisions. 

According to Triple-S Vida, Inc., it replaced JP in the con-
tractual relationship between Mova and JP at some point. 
The plan, however, was never amended to reflect such re-
placement, and the plan participants were not notified of any 
change. 

Nilda Rodríguez-López was a senior chemist/quality 
control laboratory supervisor for Mova. Rodríguez-López’s 
request for continued LTD benefits was denied by Triple-S. 
Litigation ensued, and the district court granted Triple-S’s 
motion for summary judgment, applying the arbitrary-and-
capricious standard of review based on the plan language 
stating that the “Plan Sponsor is granted the discretionary 
authority to determine eligibility for benefits and to construe 
the terms of the Plan.” Although Mova was the designated 

plan sponsor, Triple-S was acting as the fiduciary to deter-
mine eligibility for all premium benefits. 

Rodríguez-López appealed, arguing that the district court 
had applied an incorrect standard of review. The First Circuit 
agreed, holding that the district court should have applied a 
de novo standard of review. It stated that, when reviewing a 
challenge to a denial of benefits, it “is to be reviewed under 
a de novo standard unless the benefit plan gives the admin-
istrator or fiduciary discretionary authority to determine eli-
gibility for benefits or to construe the terms of the plan.” In 
circumstances in which a participant and/or covered benefi-
ciary receives notice of such reservation, then “a deferential 
arbitrary and capricious or abuse of discretion standard” is 
applied.

The First Circuit notes that “the threshold question in de-
termining the standard of review is whether the provisions 
of the benefit plan at issue reflect a clear grant of discretion-
ary authority to determine eligibility for benefits.” (Internal 
quotations and citations omitted.) Here, however, there was 
no clear grant of authority to Triple-S to make eligibility 
determinations under the plan because the discretion was 
granted to Mova, not Triple-S. Case law requires that the 
deletion of discretionary authority must be directly stated 
in the plan, or it can be implied based on the plan language 
that the “Plan sponsor is granted the discretionary author-
ity to determine eligibility for benefits and to construe the 
terms of the Plan.” 

The district court decision is vacated and the case re-
manded, indicating it might be an appropriate time for the 
parties to consider settlement. 

The lesson here is that care needs to be taken to ensure 
that any delegation of authority is spelled out clearly in writ-
ing. If it is intended that a vendor or delegate is to have dis-
cretion, that also must be spelled out. If there is a change in a 
vendor, that discretion will not automatically be assumed by 
the new vendor. In all cases, discretionary authority should 
be spelled out not only in the plan but the SPD as well. The 
practical implication of this case is that any changes in the 
entity that is responsible for deciding claims must be speci-
fied in the plan documents, and participants need to be noti-
fied of any such change.


