UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE NORTHERN DISTRICT OF
ALABAMA

Evelyn J. Harling v. Hartford Life and Accident Insurance Company

Harling - No. 6:24-cv-1237-ACA - Decided March 26, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Northern District of Alabama held that Hartford Life and
Accident Insurance Company reasonably treated the plaintiff’s disabled divorced widow’s Social
Security benefit as an offset under her ERISA long-term disability policy. The court rejected the
plaintiff’s arguments concerning de novo review, reconsideration deadlines, voluntary payment,
laches, misrepresentation, and equitable estoppel. The court granted Hartford’s motion for summary

judgment and denied the plaintiff’s motion.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Cross-motions for summary judgment in an ERISA action concerning
the offset and recovery of alleged overpaid long-term disability
benefits.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is appropriate when there is no genuine dispute as

to any material fact and the movant is entitled to judgment as a matter
of law. Under the ERISA six-step framework, where the plan grants
the administrator discretion, the court applies deferential arbitrary-and-
capricious review after assuming, if necessary, that the administrator's

interpretation was de novo wrong.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district court memorandum opinion; precedential status
unknown
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Hartford's plan granted it discretion sufficient to make arbitrary-and-capricious review the

governing standard for its interpretation of the policy.

2. Whether Hartford reasonably determined that Harling's disabled divorced widow's benefit qualified as
an Other Income Benefit and offset under the ERISA plan.

3. Whether Hartford's correction of its prior under-calculation constituted an untimely reconsideration or
redetermination of Harling's benefits decision.

4. Whether the voluntary payment doctrine, laches, misrepresentation, or equitable estoppel barred

Hartford from recovering the overpaid benefits.

5. Whether Harling could obtain relief concerning the ordinary widow's benefit before Hartford made a

determination that the benefit was subject to an offset.

HOLDINGS

1. Because the policy granted Hartford full discretion to determine eligibility for benefits and construe and

interpret the policy, the arbitrary-and-capricious standard governed review of Hartford's interpretation.

2. Hartford reasonably determined that Harling's disabled divorced widow's benefit qualified as an Other

Income Benefit and therefore could be offset against her long-term disability benefits under the policy.

3. Hartford's correction of the offset calculation and recovery of the resulting overpayment was
enforcement of its original determination, not a new benefits determination subject to the claims-

procedure deadline.

4. The voluntary payment doctrine, laches, and misrepresentation theories did not bar Hartford's recovery
of the overpayment.

5. Equitable estoppel did not apply because Harling neither showed ambiguity in the policy nor identified

representations constituting an informal interpretation of an ambiguity.

6. Harling's argument concerning the ordinary widow's benefit was premature because Hartford had not yet
determined that benefit was subject to an offset.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“(1) Apply the de novo standard to determine whether the claim administrator’s benefits-denial decision is
“wrong” (i.e., the court disagrees with the administrator’s decision); if it is not, then end the inquiry and
daffirm the decision. (2) If the administrator’s decision in fact is “de novo wrong,” then determine whether he
was vested with discretion in reviewing claims; if not, end judicial inquiry and reverse the decision. (3) If the
administrator’s decision is “de novo wrong” and he was vested with discretion in reviewing claims, then

determine whether “reasonable” grounds supported it (hence, review his decision under the more deferential



arbitrary and capricious standard). (4) If no reasonable grounds exist, then end the inquiry and reverse the
administrator’s decision; if reasonable grounds do exist, then determine if he operated under a conflict of
interest. (5) If there is no conflict, then end the inquiry and affirm the decision. (6) If there is a conflict, the
conflict should merely be a factor for the court to take into account when determining whether an

administrator’s decision was arbitrary and capricious.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Evelyn Harling received long-term disability benefits under a Hartford policy and also received Social Security
disability and disabled divorced widow's benefits. Hartford's policy defined Other Income Benefits to include
benefits for loss of income resulting from the claimant's disability, including disability benefits under the Social
Security Act. Although Hartford's initial benefit calculation identified the disabled widow's benefit as an offset,
Hartford failed to include that benefit in the actual offset calculation for several years. After discovering the
error, Hartford determined that Harling had been overpaid $16,665.10 and sought reimbursement and future
offsets.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Harling sued Hartford to prevent it from recovering alleged overpayments and reducing her future long-term
disability benefits. Both parties moved for summary judgment. The district court granted Hartford's motion,

denied Harling's motion, and entered summary judgment for Hartford on Harling's sole claim.
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