Explaining Different Disability Decisions to a Claimant: A Practical Guide
for LTD Claim Professionals

How to use this guide (for the claim professional)
This guide is for your own understanding of why disability determinations can differ across
programs and policies, and to help you explain those differences to a claimant clearly and

respectfully.
Focus on three steps:

¢ Identify the rulebook being applied: group LTD, group STD, individual STD/DI, or a
government program.

¢ Identify the key difference driving the outcome:

o which work standard applies (own/regular occupation vs any occupation vs
regular railroad occupation),

o whether the definition includes an earnings-loss requirement,
o whether the system is binary (yes/no) or graded (percentage ratings), and

o whether a duration requirement applies (short-term vs 12 months/permanency

frameworks).

e Explain the difference in standards, not the legitimacy of the condition: mixed
outcomes are often definitional, not a statement that the claimant’s limitations are

being disregarded.

Why different programs can reach different conclusions

A claimant may feel confused when one program approves disability benefits and another
denies them. The main reason is that “disability” is defined differently depending on the
program or policy. Two decision-makers can review the same medical information and reach
different outcomes because they are applying different standards.
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1) Group LTD: the policy definition controls (and it may change during the claim)
Two plan design features commonly explain why group LTD outcomes differ from other systems:

1. Staged definitions (regular/own occupation first, then any gainful occupation later),
and/or

2. Earnings-loss requirements built into the definition (not just medical impairment).

These features mean a claimant can meet the definition at one time and later not meet it, even
if the claimant still has real limitations.

Plain-language explanation (Group LTD)

“Under your LTD plan, disability is defined by the policy. Many LTD plans use one standard early
in the claim (focused on your regular occupation) and a different, often stricter standard later
(focused on any gainful occupation). Some plans also require a minimum loss of earnings in
addition to medical limitations. That’s why it’s possible to qualify under one standard but not
another.”



2) Group STD: short-term work loss is not the same as long-term statutory disability
(typical structures)

Group STD generally replaces a portion of wages for a short period. Definitions commonly focus
on whether the employee can perform the substantial/material duties of their own job/own
occupation during the STD period. Some STD plans also use earnings concepts (for example,
inability to earn a stated percentage of predisability earnings while working).

Plain-language explanation (Group STD)

“Short-term disability is designed for a limited recovery window. It often focuses on whether
you could perform your own job during that period. That is a different question than whether
you can do any work long-term under Social Security rules or under the later ‘any occupation’
stage of an LTD policy.”

3) Individual STD: a real product, but typically limited in duration and scope (typical
structures)

Individual (non-group) STD policies exist but are less common than employer group STD and
long-term individual DI. Individual STD is generally designed to pay a weekly or monthly benefit
for a limited benefit period after an elimination period.

Typical features include:

e coverage for temporary inability to work due to covered sickness or injury (policy-
specific);

e arelatively short elimination period; and
e arelatively short benefit period compared to LTD/DI.

Plain-language explanation (Individual STD)

“An individual short-term disability policy can pay for a temporary period when you cannot
work, but it is still a private contract with its own definition and time limits. That definition can
be different from your group LTD plan and from Social Security’s longer-duration rules.”

4) Individual Disability Income (DI): “own occupation” can mean different things (typical
structures)

Individual DI policies often use “own occupation” language, but the effect depends on how the
policy defines it. Common structures include:



e True own occupation: inability to perform the material/substantial duties of the
insured’s occupation, even if the insured can work elsewhere.

e Specialty own occupation: the insured’s specialty is treated as the occupation.

¢ Modified own occupation: benefits require inability to perform the insured’s occupation
and that the insured is not working elsewhere.

e Transitional own occupation: benefits may be payable but reduced based on new
earnings.

e Split definitions: some policies transition to any-occupation after a period.
Individual DI also commonly includes:
e Residual disability (proportionate benefits tied to an earnings loss), and

e Presumptive disability (deemed total disability for certain catastrophic losses,
sometimes regardless of work activity).

Plain-language explanation (Individual DI)

“Even if two policies both use the phrase ‘own occupation,” they can define it differently. One
policy may pay if you cannot do your occupation even if you work elsewhere, while another
policy may require that you not work at all, or may reduce benefits based on new earnings.”

5) Social Security disability (SSDI/SSI — adult): “any work at SGA” plus a strict duration
requirement

SSA’s adult disability standard generally requires inability to engage in substantial gainful
activity (SGA) due to a medically determinable impairment expected to last at least 12 months
or result in death. The key comparison point is that SSA is an “any work at SGA” framework, not
an “own occupation” test.

Plain-language explanation (SSA)
“Social Security does not decide whether you can do your prior job. It decides whether you can
do any work at a substantial level, and whether the condition is expected to last long enough.”

6) VA disability compensation (and TDIU): a rating system that often allows employment
VA disability compensation is based on service connection and percentage evaluations reflecting
average impairment in earning capacity. It is not inherently an inability-to-work standard, and
many veterans receive VA compensation while working.



TDIU (Total Disability based on Individual Unemployability) is the VA pathway that more directly
considers employability and may pay at the 100% rate when service-connected disabilities
prevent substantially gainful employment under VA criteria.

Plain-language explanation (VA)

“A VA disability rating is a percentage-based rating system. It can reflect significant impairment
even if you are still able to work. That’s why a VA award does not automatically mean you will
meet Social Security’s ‘any work’ standard or an LTD ‘any gainful occupation’ standard.”

7) Railroad Retirement Board (RRB) disability: occupational vs total disability categories
RRB disability annuities include two distinct concepts:

e Occupational disability: inability to perform the employee’s regular railroad occupation.
e Total disability: inability to engage in any regular employment.

Plain-language explanation (RRB)

“Railroad Retirement has different categories of disability. In some cases, benefits are based on
being unable to do your regular railroad occupation, even if you might be able to do other
work.”

Conclusion: mixed outcomes are usually definitional, not personal
A claimant may be “disabled” under one program but not another because each system
measures disability differently:

e Group LTD may shift from regular occupation to any gainful occupation and may require
a minimum earnings loss.

e Group STD typically addresses short-term inability to perform one’s own job.
¢ Individual STD typically covers short-duration inability to work under a private contract.

¢ Individual DI often turns on nuanced “own occupation” wording and may include
residual and presumptive benefits.

e SSA applies an “any work at SGA” standard with a 12-month (or death) duration
requirement.

e VAis primarily a service-connected rating system; TDIU is the VA unemployability
pathway.



e RRB may apply either an occupation-specific or broader any-employment standard
depending on the benefit category.

When explaining inconsistent outcomes, it is usually most effective to identify which element
differs: the occupation measured, the earnings-loss requirement, the duration requirement, or
program-specific eligibility overlays.



