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The authors of this article discuss statutory damages under professional liability policies, with
a focus on the specified damages that are used as the basis of class actions under the
Telephone Consumer Protection Act and the Fair Credit Reporting Act.
Professional service companies are sued for professional negligence. It comes with the territory. Increasingly, however, professionals
are faced with putative class actions involving violations of statutes that contain provisions mandating certain damages or ranges
of damages. One question raised is whether these “statutory damages” are uncovered “fines” or “penalties” or whether they are
covered losses.
Professional liability policies generally provide coverage for “Loss” resulting from a “Claim” for a “Wrongful Act” committed by the
insured in the performance of (or failure to perform) specified professional services.1 “Loss” is typically defined to include damages
(often including punitive or exemplary damages, where insurable), judgments, settlements, and interest. Policies also normally define
“Loss” to “not include” (i.e., exclude) items such as “taxes, fines or penalties imposed by law.”
Some statutes provide for specified damages that are used as the basis of class actions. Perhaps most prominent are the Telephone
Consumer Protection Act (“TCPA”)2 and the Fair Credit Reporting Act (“FCRA”).3 Unlike damages based solely on the provable harm
caused by a wrongful act, statutory damages are a finite, specified amount or range of damages, designated by statute. Often, statutes
provide for such damages as an alternative to actual damages where the precise value of loss would be difficult to determine. Such
damages are contained in numerous statutes, including consumer protection and intellectual property laws. When awarded, these
damages are paid directly to the individuals harmed by the misconduct. This article focuses on the TCPA and FCRA,4 as examples.

Statutory Language
TCPA
A person or entity may, if otherwise permitted by the laws or rules of court of a State, bring in an appropriate court of that
State . . .
(B) an action to recover for actual monetary loss from such a violation, or to receive $500 in damages for each such violation,
whichever is greater . . . .
If the court finds that the defendant willfully or knowingly violated this subsection or the regulations prescribed under this
subsection, the court may, in its discretion, increase the amount of the award to an amount equal to not more than 3 times
the amount available under subparagraph (B) of this paragraph.5
FCRA6
Any person who willfully fails to comply with any requirement imposed under this subchapter with respect to any consumer is
liable to that consumer in an amount equal to the sum of
(1)(A) any actual damages sustained by the consumer as a result of the failure or damages of not less than $100 and not more
than $1,000; or
(B) in the case of liability of a natural person for obtaining a consumer report under false pretenses or knowingly without a
permissible purpose, actual damages sustained by the consumer as a result of the failure or $1,000, whichever is greater;
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(2) such amount of punitive damages as the court may allow; and
(3) in the case of any successful action to enforce any liability under this section, the costs of the action together with
reasonable attorney’s fees as determined by the court.7
. . . [T]he Federal Trade Commission may commence a civil action to recover a civil penalty in a district court of the United
States against any person that violates this title. In such action, such person shall be liable for a civil penalty of not more than
$2500 per violation.8

Guidelines for Determining Whether Statutory Damages Are a Fine or Penalty
Guideline 1: Where a Statute Calls the Statutory Damages at Issue “Damages” and/or Separately Sets Forth Punitive Damages
or a Civil Penalty, the Statutory Damages Are Compensatory in Nature and Do Not Constitute “Penalties.”
The language of many statutes call statutory damages what they are—damages, not penalties. For instance, as set forth above,
section 1681n(a)(1) of the FCRA provides for an award of “[a]ny actual damages sustained by the consumer as a result of the failure
or damages of not less than $100 and not more than $1000.”9 Similarly, the TCPA provides that an individual may recover his “actual
monetary loss from such a violation, or ... $500 in damages for each such violation, whichever is greater.”10 The legislature’s use of the
word “damages” shows that it did not intend the statutory damages to be “penalties.” Indeed, by providing for the recovery of either
actual damages or statutory damages (as an alternative to or proxy for actual damages), the legislature demonstrated its intent that
the statutory damages be considered compensatory in nature.
This point is particularly stark where the statute at issue contains separate provisions that provide for punitive damages and/or a civil
penalty. By way of example, the FCRA contains both punitive damages and civil penalty provisions. Section 1681n(a)(2) provides for
punitive damages, which may be awarded in addition to the actual or statutory damages. Section 1681s, on the other hand, explicitly
provides for the imposition of a civil penalty in actions brought by the Federal Trade Commission.11 Significantly, there is no private
right of action under section 1681s, so no consumer can bring a claim for civil penalties. Such punitive damages and civil penalty
provisions establish, by way of contrast, that the statutory damages provision is not a “penalty” or “fine” under the structure of the
statute. Statutory damages and attorney fee reimbursement provisions are designed to compensate the plaintiff, while penalties and
fines are designed to punish the defendant.
In a recent ruling in New York state court, Navigators Insurance Company v. Sterling Infosystems, Inc. (“Sterling Infosystems”), the
court ruled that FCRA statutory damages were not “penalties” under an errors and omissions policy.12 Sterling Infosystems sought
coverage from its insurance company for two underlying FCRA actions, where only statutory damages for willful violations were
claimed.13 Plaintiffs often only plead the statutory damages for willful violations to avoid individual damage determinations that are
necessary for non-willful violations. Such individual damage determinations can prevent class certification.14
In Sterling Infosystems, the insurance company contended that it did not owe coverage on the basis of the policy’s “Fines, penalties,
forfeitures or sanctions” exclusion.15 More specifically, the insurance company claimed that the statutory damages at issue in
the underlying actions constituted penalties.16 The court rejected this argument, concluding that FCRA statutory damages are
compensatory in nature.17 The court rested its decision on three grounds: (1) because actual damages are compensatory, statutory
damages that substitute only for those actual damages are necessarily compensatory; (2) FCRA statutory damages facilitate litigation
where actual damages are difficult or impossible to calculate; and (3) the FCRA separately provides for punitive damages and thus
interpreting statutory damages as punitive is illogical.18
The court’s decision in Sterling Infosystems is supported by cases decided outside of the insurance context, where numerous courts
have ruled that statutory damages under the FCRA are compensatory in nature. In Bateman v. American Multi-Cinema, Inc., for
example, the plaintiff filed a putative class action suit under the Fair and Accurate Credit Transactions Act (“FACTA”), an amendment
to the FCRA which incorporates the FCRA’s statutory damages provision.19 In addressing whether the district court’s denial of class
certification was proper, the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit was required to evaluate the FCRA’s statutory
damages provision.20
The court found that, because Congress provided for punitive damages in addition to any actual or statutory damages, the statutory
damages were not penal in nature.21 In reaching its decision, the court noted:
That Congress provided a consumer the option of recovering either actual or statutory damages, but not both, supports the
presumption that they serve the same purpose. We further note that Congress provided for punitive damages in addition
to any actual or statutory damages, which further suggests that the statutory damages provision has a compensatory, not
punitive, purpose.”22
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Similarly, other courts have found that because Section 1681n allows an award of statutory damages, in lieu of—as opposed to in
addition to actual damages—the provision could not be considered punitive.23
Likewise, under the TCPA, courts have consistently ruled that such damages are not penal or punitive in nature. As noted above,
the TCPA allows “an action to recover for actual monetary loss from such a violation, or to receive $500 in damages for each such
violation, whichever is greater.”24 Thus, like the FCRA, the TCPA allows a consumer the option of recovering his or her “actual”
damages or statutory damages (for the TCPA, $500; for the FCRA, $100 to $1,000), but not both. In considering the TCPA, the Illinois
Supreme Court in Standard Mutual Insurance Co. v. Lay found that the “manifest purpose of the TCPA is remedial and not penal” and
that “the TCPA-prescribed damages of $500 per violation are not punitive damages.”25
Another state high court similarly held that statutory damages under the TCPA are not fines or penalties.26 In Columbia Casualty
Co. v. HIAR Holding, L.L.C., the policyholder, a marketing services company, sought coverage for TCPA statutory damages from its
commercial general liability insurer.27 The insurance company argued that the policy’s reference to “damages” could not include
TCPA claims because the TCPA’s statutory damages provision is “a statutory penalty or fine that the law directs cannot be considered
‘damages.’”28 The Supreme Court of Missouri disagreed, ruling that TCPA statutory damages are not “in the nature of fines or
penalties.”29 The decisions in Lay and HIAR Holdings continued an overwhelming trend in the precedent toward finding statutory
damages under the TCPA to be remedial in nature.30
The takeaway from these decisions is that, in any statutory scheme, different damages may serve different purposes. Many statutory
damages are proxies for actual damage that would be burdensome to prove.
Guideline 2: Where the Exclusion is for “Taxes, Fines or Penalties,” the Term “Penalties” Must Be Read in Context as
Payments Made to the Government, Not Statutory Damage Payments Made to an Individual.
In many professional liability policies, the “penalties” exclusion is located within the phrase “taxes, fines or penalties.” The doctrine of
noscitur a sociis provides that a word gains meaning from the company it keeps; the term “penalties” keeps company with taxes and
fines. Fines and taxes are payable to the government. Accordingly, the word “penalties” in this context means penalties payable to
the government, not damages payable to private entities or individuals.
This rationale served as the basis for the decision of the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in Flagship Credit Corp. v.
Indian Harbor Insurance Co.31 In that case, the policyholder, Flagship Credit Corporation, was sued in a class action under the Texas
Business and Commerce Code.32 The class action plaintiffs claimed that Flagship, a company that provided automobile financing,
failed to provide class members with adequate notice of default as required by Texas law.33 The class members sought statutory
minimum damages under the code. The relevant code provision provided that:
[I]f the collateral is consumer goods, a person that was a debtor or secondary obligor at the time the secured party failed to
comply with this subchapter may recover for that failure in any event an amount not less than the credit service charge plus
10 percent of the principal amount of the obligation or the time price differential plus 10 percent of the cash price.34
Flagship ultimately settled the suit and paid the class members the statutory minimum damages.35 The insurance company refused
to indemnify Flagship for the settlement, claiming that the statutory damages constituted “penalties” and were thus excluded by the
policy’s “fines, penalties or taxes” exclusion.36
In evaluating the exclusion, the Fifth Circuit applied the doctrine of noscitur a sociis.37 Aided by this canon of construction, the Fifth
Circuit rejected the district court’s broad interpretation of “penalties,” noting that “[w]hen a term can have multiple meanings, context
often is determinative.”38 When reading “penalties” within the phrase “fines, penalties or taxes,” the Fifth Circuit concluded that
the term “is limited to payments made to the government.”39 In reaching its decision, the court noted that “[t]he common meaning,
though not the exclusive meaning, of all three terms involves a payment to the government.”40
Indeed, the common and legal definition of “taxes” and “fines” are payments to the government. “Tax” is defined in Black’s Law
Dictionary as “[a] charge, usu. monetary, imposed by the government on persons, entities, transactions, or property to yield public
revenue.”41 “Fine” is defined as “[a] pecuniary criminal punishment or civil penalty payable to the public treasury.”42 The definition of
“penalty” likewise focuses on payments to the government:
penalty. (15c) 1. Punishment imposed on a wrongdoer, usu. in the form of imprisonment or fine; esp., a sum of money
exacted as a punishment for either a wrong to the state or a civil wrong (as distinguished from compensation for the injured
party’s loss). Though usu. for crimes, penalties are also sometimes imposed for civil wrongs.43
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These dictionary definitions support the Fifth Circuit’s rationale. Thus, a second takeaway is to analyze the words of any “penalties”
exclusion in context. This is particularly important where a policy provides coverage for “punitive damages,” but not penalties, a
scenario which brings us to our next guideline.
Guideline 3: Even if Statutory Damages Are Punitive or Exemplary in Nature, They May Still Be Covered.
It could be said, with some persuasive value, that some statutory damages provisions are designed not only to compensate, but
also to punish and deter. Often, the statute has a public purpose in addition to individual compensation. Even where the statutory
damages under a particular statute could be deemed punitive or exemplary, in whole or in part, the insurance policy may provide
coverage. As a matter of policy interpretation, statutory damages that are not intended solely to punish, even if that is one purpose
of those damages, should not be considered punitive or exemplary damages in the context of exclusionary language that must be
interpreted narrowly.
Where a particular item of statutory damage is intended solely to punish, policyholders will need to determine the potentially
applicable law and whether punitive or exemplary damages are insurable under that law. Some states will not enforce agreements
to insure punitive damages while others enforce such insurance agreements solely if the liability is vicarious or is imposed under a
punitive damages regime that does not require an intent to harm, such as statutes that allow punitive damages for willful or reckless
conduct. Notably, some insurance policies include expansive language with respect to choice of law. Many policies insure punitive or
exemplary damages “to the extent such damages are insurable under the law most favorable to the insurability of such damages of
any jurisdiction which has a substantial relationship to the insured.” Thus, even if matters of policy interpretation are governed under
the law of a state that does not permit the insurability of punitive damages, another more favorable law may apply to bring such
damages into coverage.
Where punitive or exemplary damages are insurable, the policyholder can argue that a statutory damages provision that is deemed
punitive is expressly covered by the policy at issue. To avoid any attempts by the insurer to conflate “punitive or exemplary damages”
with “penalties,” courts can avoid rendering any policy provisions superfluous if the term “penalties” is restricted to payments to the
government, whereas “punitive or exemplary damages” pertain to damages awarded to private parties solely for the purpose
of punishment.
Guideline 4: Any “Penalties” Exclusion Must Be Strictly Interpreted in Favor of Coverage and Proven by the Insurer.
An insurance policy is ambiguous if the language is susceptible to two reasonable interpretations.44 It is the insurance company’s
duty to draft a clear insurance policy.45 Exclusionary language must be strictly construed against the insurance company and must
be proven by the insurance company.46 Although some insurance companies may argue that the “penalties” provision is not in fact
an exclusion when contained in the definition of loss, rather than in a section of the policy called “exclusions,” the provision is an
exclusion because its purpose is to limit coverage. Courts have consistently ruled that the exclusionary effect of insurance policy
language, not its location in the policy, controls allocation of the burden of proof.47 Furthermore, many policies contain coverage for
“punitive damages” or “exemplary damages” while excluding “penalties.” If the word “penalties” were too broadly construed, that
word would swallow up separate provisions addressing punitive or exemplary damages.

Conclusion
Statutory damages that are intended, in whole or in part, to compensate the plaintiff or claimant should not be considered “fines” or
“penalties” under exclusionary language in professional liability insurance policies. Rather, “fines” and “penalties” should be limited
solely to statutory provisions requiring payment to the government as punishment.
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About the Authors
Timothy P. Law, a member of the FC&S Legal Editorial Advisory Board, is a partner at Reed Smith LLP, representing
corporations, non-profits, and universities in disputes with their insurance companies, and specializing in property and
liability insurance coverage and bad faith litigation. Mr. Law may be contacted at tlaw@reedsmith.com.
Miranda A. Jannuzzi is an associate at Reed Smith LLP and a member of the firm’s Insurance Recovery Group,
representing policyholders in disputes with insurance companies. Ms. Jannuzzi may be contacted at
mjannuzzi@reedsmith.com.
This article was published in the January/February 2016 Insurance Coverage Law Report.

Call 1-800-543-0874 | Email customerservice@nuco.com | www.fcandslegal.com

For more information, or to begin your free trial:
• Call: 1-800-543-0874
• Email: customerservice@nuco.com
• Online: www.fcandslegal.com
FC&S Legal guarantees you instant access to the most authoritative and comprehensive
insurance coverage law information available today.
This powerful, up-to-the-minute online resource enables you to stay apprised
of the latest developments through your desktop, laptop, tablet, or smart phone
—whenever and wherever you need it.

NOTE: The content posted to this account from FC&S Legal: The Insurance Coverage Law Information Center is current to the date of its initial
publication. There may have been further developments of the issues discussed since the original publication.
This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding
that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting or other professional service. If legal advice is required, the services of a competent
professional person should be sought.

Copyright © 2016 The National Underwriter Company. All Rights Reserved.
Call 1-800-543-0874 | Email customerservice@nuco.com | www.fcandslegal.com

