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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Georgia held that a divorce settlement agreement incorporated into a divorce
decree unambiguously waived the former husband's interest in the former wife's employee benefits,
including benefits for which he remained the designated beneficiary. The court ruled that the former
wife's failure to change the beneficiary designation did not constitute a voluntary provision of benefits
under the agreement, reversed the denial of contempt proceedings, and remanded for the trial court to

consider willfulness and contempt.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the settlement agreement incorporated into the divorce decree unambiguously waived Brant

Teets's beneficiary designation and claim to Christina Teets's employee benefits.

2. Whether Christina Teets's failure to change her beneficiary designation constituted voluntarily providing

benefits to Brant at a subsequent date under the settlement agreement.

3. Whether the superior court properly denied the contempt application after interpreting the agreement.

HOLDINGS

1. The settlement agreement was clear and unambiguous and operated as a complete waiver of Brant
Teets's beneficiary designation and any interest in Christina Teets's employee benefits at the time of the

divorce.

2. Inaction by the former spouse was insufficient to vitiate the unequivocal waiver or constitute voluntary

provision of benefits at a subsequent date; an affirmative act was required.

3. The superior court must determine whether Brant Teets acted willfully and whether contempt is

warranted after applying the Supreme Court's interpretation of the agreement.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Therefore, the Agreement operated as a complete waiver of the Ex-Husband's beneficiary designation.” (at
207)

“Simply, in such circumstances, inaction is insufficient to vitiate such an unequivocal waiver.” (at 208)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Christina Teets and Brant Teets divorced in September 2008 under a settlement agreement waiving each party's
rights to the other's pension, profit-sharing, and employee-benefit plans, while allowing a party to voluntarily

provide benefits at a later date. Christina had previously designated Brant as the beneficiary of her GE benefits
and did not change that designation before dying by suicide five days after the divorce. After Brant claimed the
approximately $200,000 life-insurance benefit and approximately $42,000 securities account, the estate sought

contempt based on the agreement's waiver provision.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The parties' settlement agreement was incorporated into their September 25, 2008 divorce decree. After Christina
Teets died shortly after the divorce without changing her GE beneficiary designation, Brant Teets claimed the
employee benefits and DeRyke filed a contempt application alleging that the settlement agreement waived
Brant's rights. The superior court found the agreement clear and unambiguous but concluded that Brant had not

willfully violated it, denied contempt, and denied his motion to stay; the Supreme Court reversed and remanded.
DISPOSITION
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The superior court must reconsider the contempt application consistently with the Supreme Court's interpretation
that the agreement waived Brant Teets's beneficiary designation and that inaction did not constitute voluntary

provision of benefits. The superior court retains responsibility for determining willfulness and contempt.
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