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TOPIC: Importance of Providing Summary Plan Description (SPD) Under 
ERISA 
 
CITE:  Sharon Prouty v. Hartford Life and Accident Insurance Co and C&S 
Wholesale Grocers, Inc., 2014 WL 554556, C.A. No. 12–cv–12097–MAP (D. 
Mass., Feb. 12, 2014);  ERISA §§ 102, 104 at 29 U.S.C. §§ 1022(a), 1024(b). 
 
SUMMARY:  Sharon Prouty sued her deceased husband’s former employer, C&S 
Wholesale Grocers, Inc. (“C&S”) and the issuer of a group life insurance policy, 
Hartford Life and Accident Insurance Co. The thrust of her claim was that Hartford 
Life had violated its fiduciary duties under ERISA to provide an adequate plan 
description or provide notice of her husband’s right to convert his group life 
insurance policy to an individual policy.  
 
The court granted judgment to the two defendants, concluding that Hartford Life 
had no duty to provide a summary plan description (“SPD”) to Prouty and that the 
SPD furnished to Prouty’s husband by C&S did not violate ERISA as there is no 
ERISA requirement to provide notice of conversion rights for life insurance. 
 
FACTS:  Sharon was married to David Prouty. David worked for C&S for roughly 
nine years before being laid off in February, 2008.  While he worked for C&S, 
Prouty participated in a group life insurance policy issued and administered by 
Hartford Life.  C&S served as the plan administrator and sponsor. When Prouty 
began working at C&S, he was provided with an SPD. 
  

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/USCOURTS-mad-3_12-cv-12097/pdf/USCOURTS-mad-3_12-cv-12097-0.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/USCOURTS-mad-3_12-cv-12097/pdf/USCOURTS-mad-3_12-cv-12097-0.pdf
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/29/1022
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/29/1024


The policy provided that Prouty would no longer be covered under the group 
insurance policy on “the date his Employer terminates his employment; or the date 
he was absent from work as an Active Full-time Employee.” The plan also notified 
covered individuals of their conversion privilege:  
 

If insurance, or any portion thereof, terminates, then any individual 
covered under the Policy may convert his life insurance to a 
conversion policy . . . . [To take advantage of this privilege] . . . the 
individual must, within 31 days of the date group coverage terminates, 
make written application to Hartford Life and pay the premium 
required for his age and class of risk.  

  
Prouty was laid off his position with C&S, but took no action to convert his 
coverage. 
 
Sharon alleged that, after her husband was laid off, neither Hartford nor C&S 
informed her husband of his right to convert the coverage.  In essence she said to 
the court, “[h]ad we been informed of our rights, I’m sure my husband would have 
opted to exercise that privilege.”  
 
But as noted above, Prouty did not provide Hartford with a written conversion 
application. Nor did he pay the conversion premium before the deadline in the 
SPD.  Thus, 32 days after he was terminated, his group coverage lapsed.  Sharon 
told the court that her husband and she were not aware that the coverage would 
lapse at that time. 
  
Prouty died on June 28, 2010. Sharon filed a claim for benefits under the group life 
insurance policy which the insurer denied.  When the claim was denied, she sued.  
Sharon’s suit asserted two ERISA claims. She alleged that her husband was not 
given proper notice with respect to the life insurance termination and that the 
Defendants failed to provide a SPD that contained an adequate, reasonable, or 
understandable explanation of Prouty’s conversion right.  
 
ERISA requires that plan administrators furnish to each plan participant an SPD 
that complies with certain strictures outlined in the statute, including the duty to 
assure it is “written in a manner calculated to be understood by the average plan 
participant.”  
 
Hartford argued that it had no fiduciary duty to draft the content or ensure the 
distribution of the summary plan description, since these are functions that 
Congress placed with the plan administrator. See ERISA §§ 102, 104 at 29 U.S.C. 



§§ 1022(a), 1024(b).  So this court held that Hartford Life did not owe a duty to 
Prouty to either (1) provide the SPD or (2) ensure that the document was 
understandable. 
  
C&S did not deny that it had a duty to furnish a plan participant with an SPD. 
Rather, C&S contended that the SPD given to Prouty when he started work met the 
ERISA requirements.  At that time, he was furnished with information “written in a 
manner calculated to be understood by the average plan participant” and that it was 
“sufficiently accurate and comprehensive to reasonably apprise him and his 
beneficiaries of their rights and obligations under the plan.” He was also informed, 
as per the requirements of the statute, of “the plan’s requirements respecting 
eligibility for participation and benefits” and “circumstances which may result in 
disqualification, ineligibility, or denial or loss of benefits.”  
 
It is worth noting that, unlike COBRA, which requires written notice to employees 
of their right to continue health coverage by converting from group to individual 
policy, ERISA does not require that the SPD include notification to participants 
and beneficiaries of any conversion rights for life insurance policies.  
 
But in fact, here, the policy documents themselves did inform Prouty of his rights. 
These documents contain sections on termination as required under the statute, as 
well as a discussion of conversion. This provision stated: “[i]f insurance  . . . 
terminates, then any individual covered under the Policy may convert his life 
insurance to a conversion policy without providing Evidence of Good Health.”  
 
The court found that the provisions in the SPD about the conversion privilege are 
indisputably written in a user-friendly manner with clear language. Even if this 
were not true, Sharon was unable to show that either Hartford or C&S  committed 
any violation of their ERISA duties with respect to the SPD. The statute simply 
does not require that the SPD even include notification to participants and 
beneficiaries of any life insurance conversion rights. The SPD at issue here, in fact, 
actually goes beyond the requirements of the statute and provides this type of 
notification. 
  
Thus, the court concluded that Hartford Life had no duty to provide an SPD to 
Prouty and, in any event, the SPD furnished to them by C&S did not violate 
ERISA as there is no requirement under the statute to provide notice of conversion 
rights for life insurance policies. 
  
RELEVANCE:   One of the key goals of ERISA is to enable plan beneficiaries to 
learn their rights and obligations under the plan at any time. One moral of this 



story is that it is imperative that the Plan Administrator of any ERISA plan provide 
covered individuals with adequate documents in understandable (user-friendly 
manner with clear) language to meet these statutory requirements.  Here, the Court 
tells us that there is no specific ERISA obligation to provide post-termination 
notice of life insurance conversion rights (but in the author’s opinion, it’s a good 
idea to do so). 

WRNewswire # 14.02.25 was written by Steve Leimberg of Leimberg 
& LeClair Inc. and Leimberg Information Services, Inc. (LISI). 

DISCLAIMER 

In order to comply with requirements imposed by the IRS which may apply to 
the Washington Report as distributed or as re-circulated by our members, 
please be advised of the following:  

THE ABOVE ADVICE WAS NOT INTENDED OR WRITTEN TO BE 
USED, AND IT CANNOT BE USED, BY YOU FOR THE PURPOSES OF 
AVOIDING ANY PENALTY THAT MAY BE IMPOSED BY THE 
INTERNAL REVENUE SERVICE.  

In the event that this Washington Report is also considered to be a “marketed 
opinion” within the meaning of the IRS guidance, then, as required by the 
IRS, please be further advised of the following:  

THE ABOVE ADVICE WAS NOT WRITTEN TO SUPPORT THE 
PROMOTIONS OR MARKETING OF THE TRANSACTIONS OR 
MATTERS ADDRESSED BY THE WRITTEN ADVICE, AND, BASED ON 
THE PARTICULAR CIRCUMSTANCES, YOU SHOULD SEEK ADVICE 
FROM AN INDEPENDENT TAX ADVISOR.  
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