UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF MONTANA,
BILLINGS DIVISION
Dona McLeod v. Reliance Standard Life Insurance Company, and
John Does 1-10

CV 22-87-BLG-SPW - No. CV 22-87-BLG-SPW; 1:22-cv-00087 - Decided April 27, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Montana adopted a magistrate judge’s findings and
recommendation in an ERISA dispute concerning the reduction of Dona McLeod’s long-term
disability benefits. The court held that the governing policy unambiguously permitted Reliance
Standard Life Insurance Company to offset McLeod’s benefits by the amount of her lump-sum
employer pension distribution, including funds rolled into an IRA. The court granted Reliance
Standard’s motion for summary judgment, denied McLeod’s motion, and dismissed the action with
prejudice.
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DISPOSITION dismissed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Order adopting a magistrate judge's findings and recommendation on

cross-motions for summary judgment in an ERISA benefits action.

STANDARD OF REVIEW De novo review applies to specifically objected-to portions of a
magistrate judge's findings and recommendation under Federal Rule of
Civil Procedure 72 and 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1)(C); unobjected-to
portions are reviewed for clear error. The court reviewed the ERISA
benefits determination de novo because the policy did not grant

discretionary authority to the plan administrator.



PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unpublished district court order; nonprecedential except as permitted
by applicable rules.
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TOPICS

employee benefits erisa  insurance coverage contract interpretation  remedies
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court should adopt the magistrate judge's recommendation granting Reliance

Standard summary judgment and denying McLeod summary judgment.

2. Whether the ERISA plan's lack of discretionary-authority language required de novo review of Reliance
Standard's benefits determination.

3. Whether the policy unambiguously permitted Reliance Standard to offset McLeod's long-term disability

benefits by the amount of her employer-funded lump-sum pension distribution rolled into an IRA.

4. Whether contra proferentem required construing any ambiguity in the policy in McLeod's favor.

HOLDINGS

1. Because the policy did not grant Reliance Standard discretionary authority, the court reviewed the
benefits determination de novo rather than for abuse of discretion.

2. The policy unambiguously permitted Reliance Standard to offset McLeod's long-term disability benefits

by the amount of her lump-sum pension distribution, including the amount rolled into an IRA.

3. Contra proferentem did not apply because the policy was not genuinely ambiguous after ordinary
principles of contract interpretation were applied.

4. Reliance Standard was entitled to summary judgment, and McLeod was not entitled to summary
judgment.
KEY QUOTATIONS

“The standard of review is relevant to McLeod's objection. Under abuse-of-discretion review, contra

proferentem does not apply; under de novo review, it does.” (at 7)

“Contra proferentem thus operates differently from ordinary interpretive principles: it applies only after a
court determines that the parties' intent cannot be discerned.” (at 9)

“Because the Policy unambiguously uses "you" to include the employer, no ambiguity exists and contra

proferentem does not apply. Reliance Standard therefore correctly offset McLeod's LTD benefits by the



amount of her lump-sum pension distribution.” (at 11)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

McLeod worked for CHS, Inc., and was a member of United Steel Workers Local 11-443, whose members
received disability insurance coverage through Reliance Standard. After McLeod became disabled following a
stroke, she received monthly long-term disability benefits under Reliance Standard's group policy. She later
elected a $75,701.89 lump-sum pension distribution from CHS and rolled it into an IRA. Reliance Standard
reduced her monthly disability benefits by $1,261.70, treating the pension distribution as an offsetting

Retirement Benefit under the policy.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

McLeod sued under ERISA after Reliance Standard reduced her long-term disability benefits by offsetting a
lump-sum pension distribution that she rolled into an IRA. Both parties moved for summary judgment.
Magistrate Judge Kathleen L. DeSoto recommended granting Reliance Standard's motion and denying McLeod's
motion. McLeod objected, and the district court reviewed the specific objections de novo and the unobjected

portions for clear error before adopting the recommendation.
DISPOSITION

dismissed
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