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SUMMARY

The Eighth Circuit affirmed summary judgment enforcing an ERISA plan administrator’s

determination that Pamela Wright-Dallas, rather than Eloise Walker, was entitled to benefits following

Bernard Walker’s death. The court held that Walker forfeited her argument concerning the

completeness of the administrative record by failing to raise it below, and that abuse-of-discretion

review properly applied because the plan’s Appeals Committee had decided the merits. The court also

rejected heightened review based on alleged procedural irregularities.
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Eloise Walker appealed the district court's grant of summary judgment
enforcing an ERISA plan administrator's determination that Pamela

Wright-Dallas was the beneficiary of Bernard Walker's plan benefits.

ERISA benefits decisions are reviewed for abuse of discretion when
the plan grants the administrator discretionary authority. De novo
review applies when the administrator did not exercise the discretion
granted to it. A less deferential or heightened review based on
procedural irregularities requires a serious procedural irregularity
causing a serious breach of fiduciary duty and connected to the

substantive decision.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court plainly erred by granting summary judgment without reviewing the entire

administrative record.

2. Whether the district court applied the proper abuse-of-discretion standard when reviewing the plan

administrator's benefits determination.

3. Whether alleged procedural irregularities required heightened or de novo review of the ERISA benefits

determination.

4. Whether the Eighth Circuit had jurisdiction to review the district court's interlocutory denial of

appointed counsel when that order was not designated in the notice of appeal.

HOLDINGS

1. The district court did not commit plain error by granting summary judgment because Walker did not
raise the administrative-record argument below and failed to show that the omitted employment and

investment records likely altered the outcome.

2. The district court properly applied abuse-of-discretion review because the plan administrator and
Appeals Committee exercised the discretionary authority granted by the plan and addressed the merits of
Walker's undue-influence and mental-capacity claims.

3. Heightened review was unwarranted because Walker failed to establish a serious procedural irregularity
causing a serious breach of fiduciary duty and failed to show any connection between the alleged

irregularity and the substantive benefits decision.

4. The Eighth Circuit lacked jurisdiction to review the denial of appointed counsel because Walker's notice

of appeal did not designate that order and her later Form A was filed outside the appeal period.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The mere assertion of an apparent irregularity, without more, is insufficient to give rise to heightened

review.” (at 925)

“For a less deferential standard of review to apply, Walker must demonstrate a “serious procedural

irregularity caused a serious breach of [the Plan’s] fiduciary duty.”” (at 926)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Bernard Walker, an electrician and participant in a 401(k) plan and pension plan, designated his cousin Pamela

Wright-Dallas as beneficiary rather than his mother, Eloise Walker. After Bernard's death, the plan administrator



denied Eloise's claim based on the beneficiary designation. Eloise alleged that Bernard lacked mental capacity
and acted under undue influence, but the Appeals Committee rejected those arguments and denied her request for
a hearing.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trustees filed an interpleader action and deposited the disputed death benefits with the district court. The
trustees were dismissed from the action, after which Wright-Dallas filed a cross-claim against Walker and sought
summary judgment enforcing the administrative benefits determination. The district court denied Walker's
request for appointed counsel and granted summary judgment for Wright-Dallas. Walker appealed the summary
judgment ruling; the Eighth Circuit held that it lacked jurisdiction to review the separate denial of appointed

counsel because that order was not designated in the notice of appeal.
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