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SUMMARY

The court reviewed the Commissioner of Social Security’s denial of Diane A. Heskett’s application for
disability insurance benefits. It held that the ALJ failed to adequately develop the record and that the
physical residual functional capacity determination was not supported by substantial evidence after the
ALJ rejected the medical opinions in the record. The court found the error harmful and ordered
remand for further proceedings.
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DISPOSITION vacated

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Judicial review of the Commissioner's final decision denying disability
insurance benefits. The court reviewed the administrative record and
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STANDARD OF REVIEW The court may set aside the Commissioner's decision only if it is based
on legal error or is not supported by substantial evidence in the record
as a whole. Substantial evidence is more than a mere scintilla and is
such relevant evidence as a reasonable mind might accept as adequate.
The court must consider the record as a whole and may not substitute
its judgment where the evidence is susceptible to more than one
rational interpretation. Errors are harmless only when inconsequential
to the ultimate nondisability determination.
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residual functional capacity remand for further administrative proceedings

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ's physical RFC determination was supported by substantial evidence when the ALJ
rejected every medical opinion concerning Plaintiff's functional limitations and independently translated
raw medical evidence into work restrictions.

2. Whether the ALJ had a duty to further develop the administrative record because the evidence
concerning Plaintiff's functional limitations was ambiguous or inadequate.

3. Whether the ALJ's error was harmful and required remand.

4. Whether the ALJ provided legally sufficient reasons for rejecting Plaintiff's subjective symptom
complaints.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ's physical RFC determination was not supported by substantial evidence because the ALJ
rejected all medical opinions concerning Plaintiff's functional limitations and formulated specific work
restrictions from the ALJ's own interpretation of raw medical evidence and testimony.

2. The ALJ had a duty to further develop the record because the treatment and imaging evidence was raw
and ambiguous regarding the functional limitations caused by Plaintiff's impairments.

3. The error was harmful because a properly developed record and different RFC limitations could have
changed the disability determination and the vocational expert's testimony was based on incomplete
hypotheticals.

4. The court declined to reach Plaintiff's alternative challenge to the ALJ's evaluation of her subjective
symptom complaints because remand was independently required for further development of the record.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“An ALJ’s duty to develop the record further is triggered only when there is ambiguous evidence or when the
record is inadequate to allow for proper evaluation of the evidence.” (Discussion § IV.A)

“the ALJ was not qualified to the translate evidence into functional limitations and engage in their “own
exploration and assessment” of a Plaintiff’s impairments.” (Discussion § IV.A)

“Based on the foregoing, the Court finds that the ALJ’s decision is not supported by substantial evidence and
is therefore VACATED, and the case is REMANDED to the ALJ for further proceedings consistent with this
Order.” (Conclusion and Order)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff alleged disability beginning July 2, 2022, based on multiple physical and mental impairments, including
spinal, shoulder, gastrointestinal, metabolic, and psychological conditions. The ALJ found numerous severe
impairments and assessed an RFC for light work with additional physical and mental restrictions, but rejected or
found unpersuasive every medical opinion addressing Plaintiff's functional limitations. The ALJ nevertheless
concluded at step five that Plaintiff could perform work as a toy stuffer, table worker, or document preparer.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff applied for disability insurance benefits, and the Commissioner denied the claim initially and on
reconsideration. After an ALJ hearing, the ALJ found Plaintiff not disabled at step five of the sequential
evaluation because she could perform other work in the national economy. The Appeals Council denied review,
making the ALJ's decision final. The district court vacated the Commissioner's decision and remanded for further
proceedings.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Commissioner and ALJ must further develop the record concerning the functional limitations caused by
Plaintiff's impairments and reconsider the medical evidence for the relevant period. The matter is remanded for
further proceedings; the court did not direct an immediate award of benefits.
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