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SUMMARY

The Eighth Circuit affirmed the district court's judgment upholding the denial of Christopher
Kluesner's applications for disability insurance benefits and supplemental security income. The court
held that substantial evidence supported the administrative law judge's determination that Kluesner's
marijuana abuse was a contributing factor material to his disability, despite the abuse being in
remission at the time of the hearing. The court also rejected Kluesner's challenges to the evaluation of
his testimony and the medical evidence.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Kluesner appealed the district court's judgment upholding the
Commissioner's denial of his applications for disability insurance
benefits and supplemental security income.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviewed de novo the district court's decision upholding the
denial of Social Security benefits and upheld the Commissioner's
decision if supported by substantial evidence on the record as a whole.
Substantial evidence is less than a preponderance but sufficient for a
reasonable mind to find the evidence adequate; where the evidence
permits two inconsistent positions and one represents the
Commissioner's findings, the court must affirm.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether substantial evidence supported the ALJ's finding that Kluesner's marijuana abuse was a
contributing factor material to his disability.

2. Whether the ALJ's finding that Kluesner's substance abuse was in remission at the hearing was
inconsistent with finding that substance abuse was material during the relevant disability period.

3. Whether the ALJ improperly evaluated Kluesner's testimony that he had stopped using marijuana.

HOLDINGS

1. Substantial evidence supported the ALJ's finding that Kluesner's marijuana abuse was a contributing
factor material to his disability, because the medical evidence showed that marijuana aggravated his
mental conditions and materially contributed to his dysfunction, while abstinence would have enabled
him to return to work within the stated limitations.

2. A claimant's substance abuse being in remission at the time of the hearing does not preclude a finding
that substance abuse was a contributing factor material to disability during the relevant period.

3. The ALJ did not act inconsistently by first finding Kluesner disabled regardless of cause and then
finding that substance abuse was material to that disability.

4. The ALJ did not improperly reject Kluesner's testimony regarding cessation of marijuana use; the ALJ
accepted that his substance abuse was in remission and nevertheless properly evaluated materiality over
the relevant period.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Substantial evidence is less than a preponderance but is enough that a reasonable mind would find it
adequate to support the conclusion.” (607 F.3d at 536)

“If, after review, we find it possible to draw two inconsistent positions from the evidence and one of those
positions represents the Commissioner's findings, we must affirm the denial of benefits.” (607 F.3d at 536)

“If the ALJ is unable to determine whether substance use disorders are a contributing factor material to the
claimant's otherwise-acknowledged disability, the claimant's burden has been met and an award of benefits
must follow.” (607 F.3d at 537)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Kluesner sought disability benefits based on schizophrenic disorder and major depressive disorder, with an
alleged onset date of July 3, 2003. Medical providers diagnosed schizophrenia, depression, cannabis



dependence, and related conditions, and several records indicated that marijuana use aggravated his mental
impairments or materially contributed to his dysfunction. Although his substance abuse was described as in
remission by the time of the 2007 hearing, the record showed marijuana abuse during much of the relevant
period. The ALJ found that, absent substance abuse, Kluesner could perform his past work as a machine set-up
operator and farm laborer.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Kluesner filed applications for disability insurance benefits and SSI, which were denied. After an administrative
hearing, the ALJ denied benefits, finding that Kluesner was disabled regardless of cause but that substance abuse
was a contributing factor material to his disability and that, absent substance abuse, he could perform his past
relevant work. The Appeals Council denied review, and the district court upheld the Commissioner's decision.
The Eighth Circuit affirmed.
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