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SUMMARY

The Third Circuit reviewed a dispute over whether an insured substantially complied with the
requirements for changing the beneficiary of a life insurance policy. The court held that the evidence,
if credited, was sufficient to establish substantial compliance despite the insurer's failure to record the
change, and that the district court improperly excluded testimony under Pennsylvania's Dead Man's

Act. The court reversed and remanded.
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of Marie Cipriani in her action to recover life-insurance proceeds.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the evidence was sufficient as a matter of law to establish that Edward Cipriani substantially
complied with the policy's change-of-beneficiary requirements despite Sun Life's failure to record the

change at its home office.

2. Whether testimony from Sun Life's agent and employees concerning Edward Cipriani's statements,

actions, and attempted beneficiary change was admissible under the Pennsylvania Dead Man's Act.

3. Whether agents and employees of a surviving party are rendered incompetent witnesses under the

Pennsylvania Dead Man's Act.

HOLDINGS

1. Under Pennsylvania's equitable substantial-compliance doctrine, an insured's intended change of
beneficiary must be given effect when the insured made every reasonable effort to comply with the
policy provisions. If the Sun Life witnesses were credible, the evidence was legally sufficient to
establish substantial compliance because Edward provided written notice through the insurer's agent, and

the failure to record the change resulted from an error attributable to Sun Life rather than to Edward.

2. Marie Cipriani, as the alleged beneficiary of the policy, did not represent an interest of the deceased
insured within the meaning of the Pennsylvania Dead Man's Act; therefore, the statute did not bar Sun

Life's testimony concerning Edward's statements and actions.

3. Agents and employees of a surviving party are not rendered incompetent to testify under the

Pennsylvania Dead Man's Act merely because they acted for that party.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“When the insured's intent and attempted compliance is clear, a court will exercise its equitable power to

carry out the manifested intent and not permit that intent to be frustrated.” (1 17)

“We therefore hold that the district judge erred in excluding the above proffered testimony.” (9 22)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Edward Cipriani's life-insurance policy named his then-wife, Marie Cipriani, as beneficiary. After the couple
separated and divorced, Edward asked his insurance agent to change the beneficiary to his mother, Margaret
Cipriani, and signed a witnessed change-of-beneficiary form. The form was returned for additional information,
resubmitted, and apparently lost by Sun Life before being recorded at its home office. Sun Life ultimately paid

the policy proceeds to Margaret, while Marie claimed that she remained the beneficiary of record.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Marie Cipriani sued Sun Life in Pennsylvania state court, alleging that she remained the beneficiary of her
former husband's life-insurance policy. Sun Life removed the case on diversity grounds and filed a third-party
complaint against Margaret Cipriani, to whom it had paid the proceeds. After bifurcating the trial, the district



court excluded evidence under the Pennsylvania Dead Man's Act and entered judgment for Marie; the third-party
complaint was later dismissed without prejudice pursuant to stipulation. Sun Life appealed, and the Third Circuit

reversed and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand for proceedings consistent with the opinion, including consideration of the evidence that the district

court improperly excluded and resolution of any other evidentiary questions in the first instance.
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