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Supreme Court Considers Important Fiduciary
Issues Under ERISA
In CIGNA Corp. v. Amara (May 16, 2011), an employee class action lawsuit, the Supreme Court
discussed fiduciary disclosure requirements, the level of harm participants must show to prevail in a
claim of breach of fiduciary duty, and remedies available to participants harmed by a fiduciary breach
under ERISA.
The opinion points up the importance of thorough compliance with an employer’s fiduciary duty to
participants under an employee benefit plan. If the plan administrator’s disclosures to participants had
been clear and complete, there would have been no legal basis for the participants’ claim in this case.

The facts. In this case, the employer amended its defined benefit pension plan to change the benefit
structure. The plan administrator provided participants with a summary plan description and other
notice of the plan amendment required by ERISA, but did not explain several changes that could have
detrimental effects on the benefits of older long-term employees.

The Court’s ruling on fiduciary breach. The Court ruled that the plan administrator breached its
fiduciary duty under ERISA by failing to notify participants of the potential material reductions in
future benefits due to the plan amendment.

The Court’s rulings on available remedies. The Court determined that the participants could
not prevail under the ERISA provision that authorizes participants to sue for benefits provided under a
plan because the plan did not provide for the benefits the participants sought, and a court cannot
require an employer to amend a plan to add such provisions.
The Court went on to state that the participants could pursue a claim under ERISA’s general provision
for equitable relief and sent the case back to the trial court to determine this issue.
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The Court’s guidance to the trial court.
•

Under ERISA, plan participants are not always required to show that they detrimentally relied on
the fiduciaries’ representations; however, they must always show that they have been actually
harmed in order to prevail. The Court left open the nature of proof that will be required to show
actual injury. An interesting question remains whether a participant may bring a class action
alleging a breach when actual injury to the entire class must be proven.

•

The fact that a remedy is measured in money is not a bar to equitable relief under ERISA. Under
current law, equitable relief is generally available only when payment of money is insufficient, and
is framed in terms of requiring the defendant to do something, such as requiring a labor union not
to strike or requiring an employer to stop an unfair labor practice. If no action other than payment
of money is appropriate to remedy a harm done to participants under ERISA, the Court stated that
payment of money can constitute appropriate equitable relief, based on earlier principles of trust
law.

It remains to be seen how the trial court will address these issues on rehearing in this case.

2
Bryan Cave LLP

America | Asia | Europe

www.bryancave.com

If you have any questions regarding anything discussed in this Alert, the attorneys and other
professionals of the Employee Benefits and Executive Compensation group of Bryan Cave LLP are
available to answer your questions.

Richard (Rick) L. Arenburg

(404) 572-6765

richard.arenburg@bryancave.com

Brian W. Berglund

(314) 259-2445

bwberglund@bryancave.com

Harold G. Blatt

(314) 259-2216

hgblatt@bryancave.com

Armin G. Brecher

(404) 572-6634

armin.brecher@bryancave.com

Bard Brockman

(404) 572-4507

bard.brockman@bryancave.com

Carrie E. Byrnes

(312) 602-5063

carrie.byrnes@bryancave.com

Paul F. Concannon

(404) 572-6856

paul.concannon@bryancave.com

Chad R. DeGroot

(314) 259-2803

chad.degroot@bryancave.com

Edmund (Ed) Emerson

(404) 572-6739

edmund.emerson@bryancave.com

Jennifer Faucett

(404) 572-4516

jennifer.faucett@bryancave.com

Kyle P. Flaherty

(212) 541-2134

kpflaherty@bryancave.com

Mark H. Goran

(314) 259-2686

mhgoran@bryancave.com

Carrie E. Herrick

(314) 259-2212

carrie.herrick@bryancave.com

Rebecca Holdredge

(314) 259-2042

rebecca.holdredge@bryancave.com

Jonathan Hull

(314) 259-2359

jthull@bryancave.com

Charles B. Jellinek

(314) 259-2138

cbjellinek@bryancave.com

Michele L. Lux

(314) 259-2519

mllux@bryancave.com

Hal B. Morgan

(314) 259-2511

hbmorgan@bryancave.com

Dan O’Keefe

(314) 259-2179

dmokeefe@bryancave.com

Christian Poland

(312) 602-5085

christian.poland@bryancave.com

Jeffrey S. Russell

(314) 259-2725

jsrussell@bryancave.com

Christopher (Chris) Rylands

(404) 572-6657

chris.rylands@bryancave.com

Steven G. (Steve) Schaffer

(404) 572-6830

steven.schaffer@bryancave.com

Kathleen R. Sherby

(314) 259-2224

krsherby@bryancave.com

Sarah Roe Sise

(314) 259-2741

srsise@bryancave.com

Michael Corey Slagle

(214) 721-8031

corey.slagle@bryancave.com

Alan H. Solarz

(212) 541-2075

ahsolarz@bryancave.com

Jennifer W. Stokes

(314) 259-2671

jennifer.stokes@bryancave.com

Lisa A. Van Fleet

(314) 259-2326

lavanfleet@bryancave.com

Tom Wack

(314) 259-2182

tewack@bryancave.com

Julie A. Wagner

(314) 259-2637

jawagner@bryancave.com

Jay P. Warren

(212) 541-2110

jpwarren@bryancave.com

Carolyn Wolff

(314) 259-2206

carolyn.wolff@bryancave.com

Serena F. Yee

(314) 259-2372

sfyee@bryancave.com

IRS Circular 230 Disclosure: To ensure compliance with requirements imposed by the IRS, we inform you that any U.S. federal
tax advice contained in this communication (including any attachments) is not intended or written to be used, and cannot be
used, for the purpose of (i) avoiding penalties under the Internal Revenue Code or (ii) promoting, marketing, or recommending
to another party any transaction or matter addressed herein.
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