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Insurance applications require careful attention

by Megan G. Heeg

Obtaining a life insurance
policy and paying all the premi-
ums on time is not enough to
guarantec that insurance pro-
ceeds will be paid upon an
insured's death. Another pre-
requisite is an accurate applica-
tion for life insurance.

An application for life insurance generally includes qQuestions
about an applicant’s current and past medical condition. If the
answers to these questions are inaccurate and/or incomplete
(what the law deems “material misrepresentations”), the insur-
ance company can later use these misrepresentations to void the
policy.

Most beneficiaries find this practice unfair, especially if the
insurance company accepted premiums for a number of years or
if the insured died from a medical condition unrelated to the
one not disclosed in the policy application.

Under lllinois law, however, these facts do not matter.
Instead, what matters is whether the application contained a
material misrepresentation at the time it was submitted to the
insurance company. If it did, the company can void the policy.
Of course, the company will be required to refund the premiums

previously paid, but this amount usually will be much smaller than
the voided death benefit.

In lllinois, insurance companies:

B can void a policy for any material misrepresentation, even if
the misrepresentation was made in good faith or by mistake;

B can void a policy on the ground of material misrepresentation
even after the insured has died;

M are not required to investigate the truthfulness of an applica-
tion when it is submitted and instead can wait until a claim
is made before investigating whether the application con-
tained material misrepresentations; and

M can void a policy even if the insured died from something
unrelated to the applicant’s misrepresentations. In one
reported case, for example, a company was permitted to void
a policy for the insured’s failure to disclose an ulcer, even
though the insured died from coronary thrombosis. In anoth-
er case, the policy of an insured killed in an auto accident
was voided because the insured had not disclosed a prior
mental illness.

The insurance company might be able to void the policy even
though the application was completed by the insurance agent,
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Employers can solve the light duty riddie

by Douglas E. Lee

In workers” compensation cases, one of the least understood concepts is light duty.
As a result, most employers dread hearing those words. When employers understand
their rights and responsibilities, however, they can confidently determine when light
duty assignments are appropriate.

Light duty is most often urged by workers’ compensation insurers, which are eager
to return recovering employees to work, and injured employees, who desire to earn
more than they reccive under workers™ compensation. Employers, however, frequently
are reluctant to "create” unnecessary positions, especially when the availability of light
duty discourages employees from diligently returning to their former duties.

Under the lllinois Workers" Compensation Act, an employer is required only to pay the
injured employec’s medical expenses and to provide Total Temporary Disability (“TTD")
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Gommentary: Not everything should he a crime

by Rolfe EhrmANN

There is the joke about Moses coming
down the mountain with the Ten
Commandments saying, “You realize this will
inevitably lead to the creation of a legal pro-
fession.” As everyone knows, since the days
of just ten commandments, the legal profes-
sion has had to deal with an ever-increasing
body of law in our increasingly complicated
society.

Far from being a necessary evil, many of
these laws are essential to the orderly oper-
ation of a free society and to the preservation of justice. For
instance, in family law, one of my arcas of practice, many laws
exist to govern property rights, support obligations and custody
issues. These laws allow people to solve disputes in an orderly
and just manner.

A problem arises, however, when a new law is passed not to
obtain sound public policy but to please constituencies. This
problem is compounded when the new law is a criminal statute.
In criminal law, another of my areas of practice, 117 new crimi-
nal provisions became effective in the last half of 1999 alone.
These cover many “hot” topics, from making deaths caused by
drunk driving the equivalent to a form of murder to again
enhancing the penalties for drug crimes. Many of these are
arguably appropriate as social policy. As an attorney, however, |
am concerned that we now are criminalizing many areas of con-
duct that never before have been thought of as criminal.

In family law, for example, the failure to pay either child sup-
port or alimony was formerly a purcly civil matter. Civil matters
are prosecuted by the person injured and usually result in a
combination of money damages, an injunction to stop the
offending conduct and other appropriate remedies. But the fail-
ure to pay either child support or alimony is now a crime.

Someone convicted of this crime can be sen-
tenced to up to one year in jail for the first
offense and up to three years in a penitentiary
for a second offense. While this might seem to
be a positive reform in an era of “deadbeat
dads,” my experience is that criminalizing civil
disputes does not solve them.

Placing civil disputes in criminal court creates
two significant problems. First, the aggrieved
party loses control of the case. In civil cascs, the
injured party files the lawsuit and decides what
the remedy should be. In some cases, the struggling mother just
wants the money to which she is entitled. She has no desire to
have her children see their dad put in jail. The primary criminal
penalty, however, is incarceration. The alternative of a fine puts
money in the hands of the State, not the victim. To make mat-
ters worse, control of a criminal case rests only with the State’s
Attorney. A prosecutor may be responsive to the victim but can-
not constitutionally be required Lo follow the victim's wishes.
Just as in domestic violence matters, an area of family law pre-
viously criminalized, victims may end up complaining more
about the system than the deadbeat dad.

Second, what of those cases in which the alleged deadbeat
dad is innocent? In civil matters, the cost of the attorney can be
passed onto the wrongdoer, and attorney fees themselves are a
disincentive to false charges. The criminal process, however, is
free lo the alleged victim but very expensive to the defendant,
who has no recourse even if he is found innocent.

Because [reedom and justice suffer when new criminal laws
are not grounded in sound policy. our legislators must resist
their constituents’ calls Lo criminalize more and more conduct.
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not the insured. Because it is common for agents to complete
applications for insureds, courts have determined that policies
can be voided in these circumstances if the applicant:

B acted in bad faith, either on his own or in collusion with the
agent;

B knew the agent would not include medical information
requested in the application; or

W failed to disclose medical information in response to the
insurance company's written request that the applicanl con-
firm the insurance agent’s application.

Because lile insurance companies have the right to void poli-
cies, an insurance applicant should always review the accuracy
of the application before it is submitted. For policies currently
in force, an insured can ask to review the application that was
completed when the policy was obtained. If the insured finds
any misrepresentation that could be decmed “material,” the
insured should meet with his agent to determine whether to file
an amended application or to apply for a new policy.
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An injured person receiving TTD is in
legal limbo. By definition, the person is
unable to work. That person, however,
also has the right to be protected against
a discharge motivated by his or her filing
for workers’ compensation benefits.
Whether an injured person remains an
employee therefore depends upon the
employer’s policies and whether the per-
son has rights under the federal Family
and Medical Leave Act ("FMLA").

In Hlinois, an employer can legally ter-
minate an injured employee for excessive
absenteeism, even if the absences result
from a work injury. An employer also can
terminate an employee who is medically
unable to work, provided that a reason-
able  accommodation under the

Americans with Disabilities Act (*ADA")
would not enable the employee to per-
form the work. lllinois courts also have
held that an employer is not required to
find a new job for an employee who is
physically unable to perform his or her
original one. Employers therefore are not
required to create light duty jobs for
injured employees.

Employers not covered by the FMLA
(those that employ fewer than SO per-
sons) thus do not need to “hold” posi-
tions or continue health insurance.
Employers covered by the FMLA, howev-
er, must protect the positions of eligible
employees and continue their health
insurance during any family and medical
leave. Under the FMLA, an employer can
fill an employee’s position only if “neces-
sary to prevent substantial and grievous

economic injury to the operations of the
cmployer.”

Because of all the protections afford-
ed injured employces by the Workers'
Compensation Act, the FMLA and the
ADA, employers nced to be especially
careful not to discriminate against
injured workers. The best way to guard
against discrimination claims is to adopt
a family and medical lcave policy and to
apply it consistently to all employees
seeking an extended medical Icave,
whether it be for a work injury, a non-
work injury or a pregnancy. For larger
employers, this policy likely would mirror
the FMLA. In addition, larger employers
should consider adding policies dealing
with light duty and position and bencfits
protection after FMLA
Icave expires. :_f.
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