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A benefit and appeals committee is tasked with the review and determination of benefit appeals 
for a multiemployer benefit fund. Committees ensure thorough review of such appeals and help 
boards of trustees remain in compliance with federal claims and appeals regulations. 

The Role of the Benefit a nd Appeals Committee
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Benefits Magazine is running 
occasional articles explaining 
the role and responsibilities 
of the various committees 
appointed by multiemployer 
benefit plan boards of trustees. 
Trustee Handbook: A Guide to 
Labor-Management Employee 
Benefit Plans, Eighth Edition 
provides an overview of these 
committees.

The Role of the Benefit a nd Appeals Committee

Reproduced with permission from Benefits Magazine, Volume 55, No. 7, July 2018, pages 34-39, 
published by the International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans (www.ifebp.org), 
Brookfield, Wis. All rights reserved. Statements or opinions expressed in this article are those of 
the author and do not necessarily represent the views or positions of the International 
Foundation, its officers, directors or staff. No further transmission or electronic distribution of 
this material is permitted. 
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Having a benefit and appeals 
committee is an essential 
component to maintaining 
efficiencies relating to the 

multitude of tasks for which a benefit 
plan board of trustees is responsible. 
Simply stated, the proper use of com-
mittees will provide efficiency in the 
board meeting processes by stream-
lining discussions and advancing the 
variety of decisions that must be made 
at each board meeting. Further, the 
establishment of a benefit and appeals 
committee allows for the scheduling 
of meetings at a frequency necessary 
to maintain compliance with federal 
claims and appeals regulations. Board 
meetings often are held quarterly, but 
regulations may require boards to act 
on the appeal prior to the next meet-
ing, depending on the timing of re-
ceipt of the appeal and the type of ap-
peal.

Committee Charter  
and Membership

An essential component of any 
committee is the establishment of 
written guidelines detailing its re-
sponsibilities and level of authority. 
At a minimum, a benefit fund trust 
agreement should grant the board of 

trustees the right to establish commit-
tees that have the ability to conduct 
the business of the board of trustees 
outside the regularly scheduled meet-
ings. The trust agreement may affirm 
how committee members are appoint-
ed as well as reference the charters or 
guidelines established for such com-
mittees.

Ideally, the development of a char-
ter for a benefit and appeals commit-
tee is best practice. The charter should 
contain information on the frequency 
of meetings (usually monthly), the 
process for appointment of trustees, 
the role of the administrator,  atten-
dance requirements for other commit-
tee participants and duties assigned, 
as well as the level of authority or ac-
tions that may be taken at the commit-
tee level. In addition, a charter should 
outline the requirements for reporting 
to the board of trustees. A charter for 
any committee is best developed by 
legal counsel in conjunction with the 
administrator, consultant or vendor 
partner and formally approved by the 
board of trustees.

While the official title may differ 
(e.g., benefit committee, claims and 
appeals committee, appeals commit-
tee, steering committee), the members 

of the benefit and appeals committee 
are generally the same. An equal num-
ber of union and employer trustees 
are appointed in accordance with the 
trust agreement or charter. Appoint-
ments are formally approved by the 
full board of trustees. Other vital con-
tributors include legal counsel, the ad-
ministrator or assistant administrator, 
and essential benefit administration 
personnel. Other experts such as med-
ical consultants, pharmacists, benefit 
consultants or actuaries may be called 
upon to attend as needed. As an exten-
sion of his or her responsibilities, the 
administrator may conduct the meet-
ing. In some entities, legal counsel 
prefers to take the lead. 

A board of trustees should establish 
a separate benefit and appeals commit-
tee for each type of employee benefit 
fund within an organization. Keep in 
mind there is often redundancy in this 
setup with virtually the same members 
serving on committees for multiple 
benefit plans. However, since separate 
reporting is required for each benefit 
fund, it makes sense to have a separate 
charter and a separate committee for 
each benefit plan. Meetings should be 
scheduled back-to-back on the same 
day to conserve time and travel.

Duties
The duties of a benefit and appeals 

committee can be limited in scope and 
pertain solely to the review and deter-
mination of benefit appeals. In other 
circumstances, the duties of the com-
mittee may be increased as depicted 
by the charter to include the study of 
the expansion (or reduction) of ben-
efit levels upon direction of the board 
of trustees. Like the board of trustees, 
trustees on the benefit and appeals 

benefit and appeals committees

learn more
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October 14-17, New Orleans, Louisiana
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committee have a fiduciary responsibility to act in the best 
interest of the plan.

With regard to benefit claim appeals, trustees and other 
committee attendees have an obligation to do the following.

Understand the Plan of Benefits

A participant may file an appeal when an adverse de-
termination has been made relating to the payment or 
nonpayment of a claim for benefits. The scope of a par-
ticipant’s right to appeal is broader than it appears at first 
glance and, therefore, committee members have a respon-
sibility to understand the plan of benefits under which the 
appeal has been made. This includes health and welfare, 
defined benefit, defined contribution or other fringe ben-
efit plans in which a participant has the legal right to ap-
peal. A seasoned trustee with several years of experience 

who actively engages in board meetings and the decision-
making process of the benefit plan is an excellent appoin-
tee to a committee.

Examine All Meeting Materials

Trustees and other attendees should expect to receive an 
agenda and meeting materials before the meeting. This is 
most often handled by the administrator and support staff, 
although in some instances legal counsel manages the ap-
peals process and related committee meetings.

Many appeals will be accompanied by a significant vol-
ume of supporting documentation. For example, a partici-
pant may present extensive medical records in relation to 
a health plan appeal or disability pension application. In 
many cases, medical records are sent to an independent 
review organization for assessment, and an extensive re-

benefit and appeals committees
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port from a medical expert accom-
panies the already burgeoning stack 
of papers (or seemingly endless pdf). 
Committee members have a duty to 
study the appeals and all supporting 
documentation well before the meet-
ing commences. In some cases, it may 
be beneficial for trustees to field any 
questions directly to the administrator 
in advance of the meeting in the event 
additional research is required. 

Comply With Plan Rules

Plan administrators and their sup-
port staff are responsible for the initial 
processing of benefits in accordance 
with plan rules, but the trustees on the 
committee have the sole responsibility 
for determining the outcome of an ap-
peal. The determination of an appeal 
must be made in accordance with a 
plan document or in the absence of 
a plan document, another written in-
strument governing the plan. There 
should be no exceptions. 

Still, there may be cases when the 
trustees on the committee determine 

that plan rules require change and rec-
ommend a plan amendment to the full 
board of trustees.

In one example the author is aware 
of, a participant’s spouse appealed the 
denial of a preretirement 100% joint 
and survivor pension benefit in the 
amount of $770 per month. The par-
ticipant and spouse married in July 
2017. The participant died in a work-
related accident while on the job in 
January 2018. In accordance with the 
plan rules, because the participant 
and his spouse were married less than 
one year, the widow was only entitled 
to the preretirement death benefit of 
$230 per month for a 60-month pe-
riod. 

The trustees of the benefit and ap-
peals committee requested informa-
tion on whether this situation had 
occurred in the past. The retirement 
benefits manager investigated and re-
ported that during her 28 years of em-
ployment, this particular situation and 
subsequent denial of benefits had not 
occurred.

The committee recommended to 
the full board of trustees that the plan 
be amended to waive the one year 
of marriage requirement and allow 
payment of a 100% joint and survi-
vor pension benefit to the surviving 
spouse of a participant who dies as 
a result of an accident. The board of 
trustees amended the plan.

Benefit Changes

The responsibilities of a benefit and 
appeals committee can be expanded to 
examine the feasibility of enhancing 
or changing benefits. In such circum-
stances, the board of trustees (as rep-
resented in the committee’s charter) 
assigns specific responsibilities to the 
benefit and appeals committee. This 
generally occurs at the board meet-
ing level. In these situations, it is im-
portant for the committee’s charter to 
provide the authority for trustees on 
the committee to engage the neces-
sary service providers to conduct re-
search, issue reports and confer with 
legal counsel. A committee charter 
may specify a spending limitation, or a 
budget can be determined at the board 
meeting when the duty is assigned to 
the committee.

In a hypothetical example, a health 
plan has experienced a significant in-
crease in its reserve balance over a pe-
riod of several years, and the board of 
trustees is considering improvements 
to the current plan of benefits includ-
ing the possibility of introducing a 
health reimbursement account (HRA) 
for active participants. At the April 
2018 board meeting, the trustees del-
egated the responsibility for initial as-
sessment to the trustees of the benefit 

takeaways
•  A benefit and appeals committee helps streamline meetings of boards of trustees and 

maintain compliance with regulatory deadlines.

•  Members of a benefit and appeals committee should include the appointed trustees, the 
administrator, key benefit administrative staff and fund counsel. The attendance of other 
experts may be requested from time to time.

•  A charter should be developed that outlines the members, responsibilities and authority of 
the committee.

•  Committees typically review and make recommendations to the board of trustees on benefit 
appeals. Duties may be increased to include the study of the expansion (or reduction) of 
benefit levels.

•  Reports and the minutes of each committee meeting must be presented to the full board of 
trustees for review and approval.



july 2018 benefits magazine 39

and appeals committee. The trustees must work in tandem 
with the administrator, legal counsel and benefit consul-
tant. The board of trustees approves a budget of $7,500 for 
consulting and legal expenses to cover the research, analyt-
ics, meetings, legal review, etc. 

Over the next three months, the committee members will 
work together to develop a list of possible benefit plan en-
hancements and the projected annual costs for each. In ad-
dition, they will engage in preliminary discussions with HRA 
vendors to understand the implementation process of an 
HRA, as well as the legal and tax implications. The committee 
will present a report to the full board of trustees at a board 
meeting this summer when the board of trustees will deter-
mine the next course of action.

Reporting

The benefit and appeals committee must prepare minutes 
following each meeting. For a committee solely dedicated to 
appeals, the minutes consist of the committee name, date, 
time and location of the meeting. They must include a listing 
of attendees and their vocation or relationship to the benefit 
plan. Of course, a summary of each appeal presented dur-
ing the meeting is essential. The actions or recommendations 
made by the committee for each appeal must also be incor-
porated. All references to individual appeal cases should be 
deidentified and include only a case number. Minutes may be 
drafted by the administrator or legal counsel. 

In all cases, the actions or recommendations of the benefit 
and appeals committee should be presented to the full board 
of trustees at the next scheduled meeting. If the committee’s 
charter grants authority for the trustees of the committee 
to take action, those actions are ratified by the full board of 

trustees at the subsequent board meeting. In the event that 
the committee is only authorized to provide recommenda-
tions pertaining to a certain delegated task, the full board of 
trustees must take action on the recommendations, and such 
actions are recorded in the board meeting minutes.

Conclusion
A benefit and appeals committee provides for the thor-

ough review of benefit appeals and allows for actions to be 
taken in compliance with federal claims and appeals regula-
tions. Constructing a committee dedicated to appeals and 
benefit analysis allows the full board of trustees to benefit 
by saving time at each board meeting and in all probability 
expedites the decision-making process.  

Kristina M. Guastaferri, CPA, is the 
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