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Employment Discrimination Law—Sixth Circuit Denies Standing to Former 
Employees Under Title I of Americans With Disabilities Act—McKnight v. 
General Motors Corporation, 550 F.3d 519 (6th Cir. 2008) 

Pursuant to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), an employer may 
not discriminate against an employee on the basis of a disability with respect to 
most aspects of employment, including the provision of fringe benefits.1  In 
order to have standing to bring suit under Title I of the ADA (Title I), a 
plaintiff must be a “qualified individual” with a disability.2  In McKnight v. 
General Motors Corp.,3 the United States Court of Appeals for the Sixth 
Circuit considered, in light of the United States Supreme Court’s holding in 
Robinson v. Shell Oil Co.,4 whether disabled former employees have standing 
to bring suit under Title I “against their former employers for discrimination 
with respect to the payment of post-employment fringe benefits.”5  The Sixth 
Circuit held that Title I unambiguously excludes former disabled employees 
and denied standing to the plaintiffs.6 

Leroy McKnight, Nicholas Klayo, and Robert Griffin (plaintiffs)—former 
employees of General Motors Corporation (GM)—accepted supplemental early 
retirement options provided in their pension plans.7  The GM pension plans 
required GM to pay these early retirement benefits until a retiree became 
eligible for Social Security benefits.8  The plan further provided that once a 
retiree became eligible for Social Security benefits, an amount equal to the 
Social Security payment would be deducted from the early retirement 

                                                           
 1.  See 42 U.S.C. § 12112(a) (2000) (amended 2009) (setting forth general rule of ADA); 42 U.S.C. § 
12112(b)(2) (2000) (specifying statute applies to fringe benefits).  The ADA prohibits the employer from 
discriminating against the qualified individual on the basis of disability regarding “job application procedures, 
the hiring, advancement, or discharge of employees, employee compensation, job training, and other terms, 
conditions, and privileges of employment.”  42 U.S.C. § 12112(a) (2000) (amended 2009).  Congress intended 
these provisions to cover nearly all aspects of employment and pre-employment relationships.  See MERRICK T. 
ROSSEIN, EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION LAW AND LITIGATION § 23:22 (Thomson/West 2008) (describing 
breadth of ADA provisions).  
 2.  See 42 U.S.C. § 12112(a) (2000) (amended 2009) (describing standing requirements of ADA).   
 3.  550 F.3d 519 (6th Cir. 2008).  
 4.  519 U.S. 337 (1997).  
 5.  See 550 F.3d at 520 (articulating primary issue of case).  
 6.  See id. at 525 (denying standing to former employees).  The Sixth Circuit analyzed the statutory 
language of Title I prior to an amendment of the text that became effective January 1, 2009.  Compare 42 
U.S.C. § 12112 (2000) (containing language analyzed by Sixth Circuit), with ADA Amendments Act of 2008, 
sec. 5, §12112, 122 Stat. 3553, 3557 (2008) (codified as amended at 42 U.S.C. § 12112) (reflecting recent 
Congressional amendments to Title I).   
 7.  550 F.3d at 520-21 (describing plaintiffs’ early retirement plans).   
 8.  See McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., No. 05-70666, 2007 WL 851633, at *1-2 (E.D. Mich. Mar. 20, 
2007) (providing provisions of early retirement plan).  A retiree becomes eligible for Social Security Disability 
Insurance benefits either through disability or by reaching the age of sixty-two years and one month.  Id. at *2. 
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supplement.9  After retirement, all three plaintiffs became disabled and 
successfully applied for Social Security Disability Insurance benefits 
(SSDIB).10  As a result, their retirement benefits were reduced by the amount 
received in SSDIB.11 

McKnight filed suit against GM in federal district court, alleging that the 
provision requiring a deduction in early retirement benefits upon qualification 
for Social Security violated the ADA.12  The complaint was later amended to 
add the other plaintiffs because they had similar claims.13  The district court 
granted GM’s motion for summary judgment after determining that the 
plaintiffs lacked standing under Title I.14  The plaintiffs then appealed to the 
Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit, which affirmed the district court’s 
judgment that the plaintiffs lacked standing under Title I.15 

Congress enacted the ADA in 1990 to provide the same protection against 

                                                           
 9.  See McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., No. 05-70666, 2007 WL 851633, at *2 (E.D. Mich. Mar. 20, 
2007) (noting effect of Social Security benefits on early retirement payments).  The goal of this reduction was 
to achieve benefit integration with Social Security benefits.  Id. at *3.  Benefit integration is an attempt to 
provide a higher level of income for all retired or disabled employees by allowing benefit plans to account for 
income from other sources.  Id. 
 10.  See 550 F.3d at 521-22 (noting each plaintiff received SSDIB).  The Social Security Administration 
granted SSDIB to the plaintiffs after determining that they met the administration’s definition of disability.  See 
McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., No. 05-70666, 2007 WL 851633, at *4 (E.D. Mich. Mar. 20, 2007) (noting 
application of Social Security Administration’s definition of disability).  The Social Security Administration 
defines a disability as an “inability to do any substantial gainful activity by reason of any medically 
determinable . . . impairment which can be expected to result in death or which has lasted or can be expected to 
last for a continuous period of not less than 12 months.”  20 C.F.R. § 404.1505(a) (2008).   
 11.  See 550 F.3d at 520-21 (noting deduction resulting from acceptance of SSDIB); see also McKnight v. 
Gen. Motors Corp., No. 05-70666, 2007 WL 851633, at *3 (E.D. Mich. Mar. 20, 2007) (noting subsequent 
disablement of plaintiffs).   
 12.  See Final Brief of Appellants at *2, McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., 550 F.3d 519 (6th Cir. 2008) 
(No. 07-1479) (providing basis for appeal); Appellate Final Brief Submitted by Defendant-Appellee General 
Motors Corporation at *3, McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., 550 F.3d 519 (6th Cir. 2008) (No. 07-1479) 
(identifying issue on appeal).  The complaint also contained claims under the Employee Retirement Income 
Security Act and Michigan’s Persons with Disabilities Civil Rights Act, but those claims were not at issue on 
appeal.  See 550 F.3d at 522 (detailing original complaint and subsequent appeal).   
 13.  See McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., No. 05-70666, 2007 WL 851633, at *1 (E.D. Mich. Mar. 20, 
2007) (detailing amendment of complaint).  The amended complaint also included a fourth plaintiff, Carol 
Dudek, but her assets were transferred to a retirement plan established by Delphi Automotive Systems 
Corporation.  See id. at *4 (noting circumstances of Dudek’s potential claim).  Dudek was not part of the appeal 
because she did not have a claim against GM due to the transfer of her plan.  See Appellate Final Brief 
Submitted by Defendant-Appellee General Motors Corporation at *6-7, McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., 550 
F.3d 519 (6th Cir. 2008) (No. 07-1479) (explaining Dudek’s employment history with GM). 
 14.  See McKnight v. Gen. Motors Corp., No. 05-70666, 2007 WL 851633, at *1 (E.D. Mich. Mar. 20, 
2007) (granting motion for summary judgment).  The district court also granted summary judgment on the 
Employee Retirement Income Security Act claim because GM’s plans did not violate the act and declined to 
exercise supplemental jurisdiction over the state-law claims under Michigan’s Persons with Disabilities Civil 
Rights Act.  See id. (disposing of other claims).   
 15.  See 550 F.3d at 520 (upholding district court decision).  After determining that the plaintiffs lacked 
standing, the court noted that even if the plaintiffs had standing, GM’s plans did not violate the ADA.  Id. at 
528-29.  The court also noted that the plaintiffs might have standing if they still desired their former jobs, but 
because this was not the case, the court did not decide this issue.  Id. at 528.   
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discrimination to people with disabilities that had been available under federal 
law to victims of discrimination on the basis of sex, race, and other traits under 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964.16  Title I of the ADA prohibits employers from 
discriminating against a “qualified individual” on the basis of his or her 
disability with respect to most aspects of employment.17  The statute defines a 
qualified individual as “an individual with a disability who, with or without 
reasonable accommodation, can perform the essential functions of the 
employment position that such individual holds or desires.”18  The Sixth Circuit 
first addressed whether Title I’s definition of qualified individuals excludes 
former employees in Parker v. Metropolitan Life Insurance Co. (Parker I).19  
In Parker I, the Sixth Circuit examined the plain language of the statute and 
held that the plaintiff lacked standing because she could no longer perform the 
essential requirements of her job with or without reasonable accommodation, 
and was thus not a qualified individual.20  At the time the Sixth Circuit decided 
Parker I, other circuits also construed Title I as inapplicable to former 
employees who were no longer able to perform their jobs.21 

Shortly after the Sixth Circuit issued Parker I, the Supreme Court of the 

                                                           
 16.  See 9 ARTHUR LARSON, EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION 151-52 (2d ed. 2008) (describing impact of 
ADA).  
 17.  See supra notes 1-2 and accompanying text (explaining general effect and standing requirements of 
ADA).  Title I of the ADA governs private and state government employers “engaged in an industry affecting 
commerce” who employ fifteen or more employees.  See 42 U.S.C. § 12111(5) (2000) (defining employer 
under Title I); see also 1 BARBARA T. LINDEMANN & PAUL GROSSMAN, EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION LAW 

794-96 (C. Geoffrey Weirich et al. eds., 4th ed. 2007) (distinguishing Title I from other titles of ADA).  An 
amendment effective January 1, 2009 slightly modified the statutory language addressing standing 
requirements, but maintained the requirement that a person be a “qualified individual” with a disability to have 
standing under Title I.  See ADA Amendments Act of 2008, sec. 5, § 12112, 122 Stat. 3553, 3557 (2008) 
(codified as amended at 42 U.S.C. § 12112) (reflecting amendments to statutory language).   
 18.  42 U.S.C. § 12111(8) (2000) (amended 2009).  A statutory amendment, effective January 1, 2009, 
strikes the language “with a disability” from this definition, but does not otherwise alter the definition of a 
“qualified individual.”  See ADA Amendments Act of 2008, sec. 5(a), § 12111, 122 Stat. 3553, 3557 (2008) 
(codified as amended at 42 U.S.C. § 12111) (reflecting congressional amendments of statutory text).     
 19.  99 F.3d 181, 185-87 (6th Cir. 1996) (considering whether former employee is qualified under Title I).  
The Sixth Circuit subsequently granted a rehearing en banc (Parker II), which vacated the opinion, but did not 
address the Title I issue.  See Parker v. Metro. Life Ins. Co., 121 F.3d 1006, 1009 (6th Cir. 1997) (addressing 
only Title III issue in rehearing).  Parker II affirmed the district court decision in whole, thereby allowing the 
Title I discussion in Parker I to retain its precedential value.  See Parker v. Metro. Life Ins. Co., 121 F.3d 1006, 
1009 (6th Cir. 1997) (affirming district court at rehearing); see also Weyer v. Twentieth Century Fox Film 
Corp., 198 F.3d 1104, 1109 (9th Cir. 2000) (citing Sixth Circuit’s decision in Parker I regarding Title I 
interpretation); Fobar v. City of Dearborn Heights, 994 F. Supp. 878, 882-83 (E.D. Mich. 1998) (relying upon 
discussion of Title I from Parker I).  
 20.  See Parker v. Metro. Life Ins. Co., 99 F.3d 181, 183 (6th Cir. 1996) (affirming district court).  The 
Parker I court noted that Congress designed Title I to allow disabled persons to obtain and maintain 
employment, and thus did not intend the statute to apply to former employees who could no longer perform 
their jobs.  See id. at 186 (noting legislative history of Title I).   
 21.  See EEOC v. C.N.A. Ins. Cos., 96 F.3d 1039, 1045 (7th Cir. 1996) (denying standing under Title I to 
former employee); Gonzales v. Garner Food Servs., Inc., 89 F.3d 1523, 1530 (11th Cir. 1996) (holding 
employees unable to perform job not qualified individuals).  
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United States decided Robinson v. Shell Oil Co.,22 which held that the term 
“employees” in section 704(a) of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
included former employees.23  In reaching this conclusion, the Robinson Court 
set forth a guide for interpreting similar statutory language.24  The first step in 
the Robinson statutory interpretation analysis is determining whether the 
language has a “plain and unambiguous meaning with regard to the particular 
dispute in the case.”25  The Court instructed lower courts to refer to “the 
language itself, the specific context in which that language is used, and the 
broader context of the statute as a whole” when determining whether statutory 
language is ambiguous.26  If the language is unambiguous and the statutory 
scheme is “coherent and consistent,” no further inquiry is required.27  After 
determining the language at issue in Robinson was ambiguous, the Court 
looked to the broader context of the statute as a whole, as well as the purpose of 
the statute, to resolve the ambiguity.28 

Circuits are split regarding the inclusion of former employees as qualified 
individuals under Title I since the Supreme Court’s decision in Robinson.29  
                                                           
 22.  519 U.S. 337 (1997).  
 23.  See Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 341-45 (1997) (interpreting “employees” in Civil Rights 
Act context).  The relevant provision in Robinson provided that  
 

[i]t shall be an unlawful employment practice for an employer to discriminate against any of his 
employees . . . because he has opposed any practice made an unlawful employment practice by this 
subchapter, or because he has made a charge, testified, assisted, or participated in any manner in an 
investigation, proceeding, or hearing under this subchapter. 

 
42 U.S.C. § 2000e-3(a) (2000).  
 24.  See Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 340-41 (1997) (addressing statutory interpretation).  
 25.  Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 340 (1997).  The lack of a temporal modifier in the text was 
one of the primary factors cited by the Court in determining that the term “employees” in § 704(a) of the Civil 
Rights Act was ambiguous.  Id. at 341; see also supra note 23 (providing text of statute at issue in Robinson).  
A separate provision of the Civil Rights Act defines “employee” as “an individual employed by an employer.”  
42 U.S.C. § 2000e(f) (2000).  The Court noted that this section also does not contain a temporal modifier to 
clarify whether it intends to cover former employees.  Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 341 (1997).  
Additionally, other provisions of Title VII refer to “reinstatement or hiring of employees,” which necessarily 
implies that for the purposes of those sections, “employees” extends beyond merely current employees.  42 
U.S.C. § 2000e-5(g)(1) (2000); 42 U.S.C. § 2000e-16(b) (2000); see also Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 
337, 342 (1997) (considering usage of “employees” in other Title VII provisions).    
 26.  See Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 341 (1997) (providing factors for analyzing potential 
ambiguity of statutory language).  
 27.  Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 340 (1997).    
 28.  See Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 345-46 (1997) (resolving statutory ambiguity).   
 29.  See 1 PAUL N. COX, EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION 4-27-28 (3d ed. 2005) (noting split amongst 
federal circuits); see also infra notes 30-33 and accompanying text (discussing differing post-Robinson 
interpretations of Title I standing requirements).  Although the Robinson decision did not specifically address 
the ADA, the analysis is arguably applicable because the ADA is “essentially a sibling statute of Title VII.”  
See Ford v. Schering-Plough Corp., 145 F.3d 601, 606 (3d Cir. 1998) (analogizing ADA to Title VII); see also 
Harvey S. Mars, An Overview of Title I of the Americans With Disabilities Act and Its Impact Upon Federal 
Labor Law, 12 HOFSTRA LAB. L.J. 251, 253-54 (1995) (noting similarity of ADA to Civil Rights Act of 1964); 
Elizabeth Clark Morin, Note, Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990:  Social Integration Through 
Employment, 40 CATH. U. L. REV. 189, 191 (1991) (noting ADA’s borrowed language from Title VII).  
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The Second and Third Circuits applied the Robinson analysis to Title I and 
found ambiguity in the term “qualified individual.”30  These courts noted that 
the statutory language lacked temporal modifiers and that a contrary reading 
would contradict the purpose and broader context of the statute with respect to 
the provision of fringe benefits.31  The Second and Third Circuits resolved this 
ambiguity by examining the broader context of the statute and holding that 
former employees were “qualified individuals” within Title I.32  The Seventh 
and Ninth Circuits subsequently applied Robinson to Title I claims and rejected 
the analysis of the Second and Third Circuits, holding that the plain language of 
Title I is unambiguous and former employees do not have standing to bring suit 
under the plain language of Title I.33 

In McKnight v. General Motors Corp, the Sixth Circuit declined to change 
precedent in light of the Robinson decision, and held that disabled former 
employees lack standing to bring suit under Title I.34  The Sixth Circuit held 
that the Supreme Court’s statutory analysis in Robinson did not mandate a 
change from Parker I because Robinson addressed Title VII of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, which was sufficiently distinguishable from Title I of the ADA.35  
The court focused heavily on the plain language of Title I and held that it 
unambiguously indicated that it did not apply to disabled former employees 
                                                           
 30.  See Castellano v. City of New York, 142 F.3d 58, 67 (2d Cir. 1998) (finding ambiguity in statute); 
Ford v. Schering-Plough Corp., 145 F.3d 601, 606-07 (3d Cir. 1998) (noting ambiguity in Title I’s use of 
qualified individual).   
 31.  See Ford v. Schering-Plough Corp., 145 F.3d 601, 605-07 (3d Cir. 1998) (analyzing broad purpose 
and context of Title I); Castellano v. City of New York, 142 F.3d 58, 66-69 (2d Cir. 1998) (analyzing statutory 
language of Title I).  The Second Circuit noted that Title I expressly prohibits discrimination with respect to the 
provision of fringe benefits, many of which are paid to those who are no longer able to work, and are often paid 
because the former employee can no longer work.  Castellano v. City of New York, 142 F.3d 58, 66-68 (2d Cir. 
1998).  The court therefore reasoned that denying standing to former employees would undermine the ADA’s 
purpose of preventing discrimination in almost all aspects of employment, including the provision of fringe 
benefits.  Id. at 68.  The Third Circuit similarly noted that denying standing to former employees would 
contradict the rights granted by the ADA regarding the provision of fringe benefits.  See Ford v. Schering-
Plough Corp., 145 F.3d 601, 605-06 (3d Cir. 1998) (noting “internal contradiction” in ADA).  The Third 
Circuit reasoned that Robinson mandated a holding that the Title I standing requirements were ambiguous.  Id. 
at 606.   
 32.  See Ford v. Schering-Plough Corp., 145 F.3d 601, 608 (3d Cir. 1998) (allowing Title I suit by former 
employee); Castellano v. City of New York, 142 F.3d 58, 70 (2d Cir. 1998) (granting standing to former 
employee in Title I suit).   
 33.  See Morgan v. Joint Admin. Bd., 268 F.3d 456, 458-59 (7th Cir. 2001) (denying standing to former 
employee after Robinson decision); Weyer v. Twentieth Century Fox Film Corp., 198 F.3d 1104, 1111-13 (9th 
Cir. 2000) (applying Robinson analysis to Title I claim).  The Ninth Circuit felt that the use of the present tense 
in the statutory words “can perform,” and “holds or desires” demonstrated that Congress intended the statute to 
apply only to current employees and was thus not ambiguous.  See Weyer v. Twentieth Century Fox Film 
Corp., 198 F.3d 1104, 1112 (9th Cir. 2000) (holding statutory language unambiguously excludes former 
employees).  The Ninth Circuit also noted that other legislation—such as ERISA—specifically addresses fringe 
benefits for those no longer able to perform their job.  Id. at 1112.  
 34.  See 550 F.3d at 527-28 (addressing impact of Robinson on precedent of Parker I).  
 35.  See id. at 526 (comparing Title I and Title VII); see also supra note 18 and accompanying text 
(providing statutory language at issue in McKnight); supra note 23 (providing statutory language at issue in 
Robinson).   
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because it contained temporal modifiers.36  The Sixth Circuit characterized any 
finding of ambiguity in Title I as “tenuous at best,” reasoning that the Third 
Circuit ignored the plain language of the statute and its use of the present 
tense.37  Accordingly, the court determined that no further inquiry was 
necessary under the Robinson analysis and denied standing to the plaintiffs.38 

The Sixth Circuit accurately applied the structural analysis for statutory 
interpretation set forth by the Supreme Court in Robinson.39  Specifically, the 
court was correct to first analyze whether the Title I language at issue was 
ambiguous and subsequently terminate their inquiry upon holding that the 
language was unambiguous.40  After determining that the Title I language 
unambiguously did not apply to disabled former employees, the Sixth Circuit 
was also correct that the plaintiffs lacked standing to bring suit under Title I.41 

The Sixth Circuit, however, focused too heavily on the plain language of the 
statute when determining whether Title I included disabled former employees 
and gave insufficient consideration to the broader context of the statute as a 
whole.42  The Sixth Circuit’s over-reliance on the plain language of the text 
represents a misreading of the Robinson decision, which instructed courts to 
consider multiple factors when analyzing potential ambiguity in statutory 
language.43  Although the Robinson Court relied heavily on a lack of temporal 
modifiers when finding ambiguity in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
neither the presence of temporal modifiers nor the plain language of the statute 
was intended to be the sole factor in considering ambiguity.44  The Sixth 
                                                           
 36.  See 550 F.3d at 527 (rejecting Third Circuit finding of ambiguity in Title I).  The court relied heavily 
on the Ninth Circuit’s reasoning in Weyer v. Twentieth Century Fox Film Corp. in finding the statutory 
language unambiguous.  See id. at 526 (discussing Weyer opinion).  The court agreed with the Ninth Circuit 
that the use of the present tense verbs “holds” and “desires” unambiguously meant to exclude former 
employees.  See id. at 527 (noting statute contains temporal modifiers); see also supra note 33 and 
accompanying text (detailing opinion of Ninth Circuit regarding temporal modifiers in statute).      
 37.  See 550 F.3d at 527 (criticizing holdings of Third Circuit with respect to Title I).  
 38.  See id. at 528 (declining further statutory analysis due to unambiguous language); see also supra 
notes 25-27 and accompanying text (detailing scheme for statutory analysis under Robinson).  
 39.  See supra notes 24-28 and accompanying text (detailing Robinson analysis for statutory 
interpretation); supra notes 35-38 and accompanying text (applying Robinson analysis).  
 40.  See Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 340-41 (1997) (assessing ambiguity as first step in 
statutory analysis); supra notes 25-27 and accompanying text (setting forth steps in Robinson analysis); see 
also 550 F.3d at 528 (holding Title I language unambiguous).  
 41.  See 42 U.S.C. § 12112(a) (2000) (amended 2009) (describing standing requirements of Title I); see 
also 550 F.3d at 528 (denying standing to plaintiffs).   
 42.  See 550 F.3d at 525-28 (considering ambiguity of Title I); see also supra note 36 (noting Sixth 
Circuit’s reliance on presence of temporal modifier in Title I).  The statutory language of Title I was amended 
subsequent to the Sixth Circuit’s decision, but the amendments did not alter the language that the court relied 
on to reach its decision, and therefore the amendments would almost certainly not have affected the outcome of 
the case.  See supra notes 6, 17-18 (addressing amendments to statutory language); see also supra notes 36-38 
(detailing Sixth Circuit’s analysis of statutory language).  
 43.  See Robinson v. Shell Oil Co., 519 U.S. 337, 341 (1997) (providing factors to consider in 
determining ambiguity of statute).  
 44.  See supra notes 24-26 and accompanying text (outlining Robinson analysis for determining 
ambiguity).  
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Circuit’s holding that Title I unambiguously excludes disabled former 
employees illogically allows employers to discriminate against former 
employees with respect to fringe benefits even though the statute itself 
explicitly prohibits such discrimination.45  This holding is particularly troubling 
because many fringe benefits, including the early retirement payments at issue 
in McKnight, are not available to employees until they are no longer employed, 
and disabled former employees will be unable to use Title I to prevent 
discrimination with respect to these benefits.46  The fact that other legislation 
addresses fringe benefits does not alter the potential ambiguity of Title I, nor 
does it change the fact that Title I expressly applies to fringe benefits.47 

Although the plaintiffs in McKnight would not have prevailed on the merits 
of their claim, this holding will bar other disabled former employees from 
bringing suit under Title I when they have a valid claim for discrimination with 
respect to the provision of fringe benefits.48  If the Sixth Circuit held that the 
term “employee” was ambiguous, this ambiguity would be resolved under the 
Robinson framework by looking to the broad context and purpose of the statute, 
which, if interpreted consistently with the Second and Third Circuits, would 
suggest that the plaintiffs should have been granted standing in this case.49  
Instead, by focusing almost entirely on the plain language of the statute and 
brushing over the broader context, the Sixth Circuit rendered Title I largely 
ineffective with regard to discrimination in the provision of fringe benefits.50 

Title I of the Americans with Disabilities Act prohibits an employer from 
discriminating against a qualified employee with respect to the provision of 
fringe benefits.  In McKnight v. General Motors Corp., the Sixth Circuit held 
that Title I unambiguously excluded disabled former employees, and the 
plaintiffs therefore lacked standing to bring suit.  This interpretation of Title I 
contradicts the broad context and purpose of the ADA, which expressly 
prohibits discrimination in the provision of fringe benefits, many of which are 
unavailable until after retirement.  As a result, disabled former employees are 
now left without an enforcement mechanism to prevent discrimination that is 
expressly prohibited under Title I. 

Jeffrey E. Dolan 
 

                                                           
 45.  See 42 U.S.C. § 12112(b)(2) (2000) (specifying Title I applies to provision of fringe benefits); see 
also Castellano v. City of New York, 142 F.3d 58, 69 (2d Cir. 1998) (noting “inconceivable” inconsistency in 
this reading of Title I).  
 46.  See supra note 32 (noting certain fringe benefits unavailable until after retirement).  
 47.  See supra note 33 (noting existence of ERISA provisions regarding fringe benefits).   
 48.  See 550 F.3d at 528 (observing GM pension plan does not violate ADA); see also Castellano v. City 
of New York, 142 F.3d 58, 69 (2d Cir. 1998) (arguing exclusion of former employees from Title I undermines 
purpose of statute).  
 49.  See supra note 28 and accompanying text (discussing resolution of ambiguity in Robinson); see also 
supra notes 30-32 (discussing Second and Third Circuits’ interpretation of Title I).  
 50.  See supra notes 36-38 and accompanying text (addressing Sixth Circuit’s interpretation of Title I).  


