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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania reviews the Commissioner of
Social Security’s denial of Annette Straub’s claims for disability insurance benefits and supplemental
security income. The court concludes that the administrative decision is unsupported by substantial
evidence in material respects, including the evaluation of Straub’s migraine headaches, and remands

the case to the Commissioner for further proceedings.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the Commissioner's final
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STANDARD OF REVIEW The court has plenary review of legal issues and reviews factual
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The court also reviews whether the Commissioner applied the correct

legal standards and adequately articulated the basis for the decision.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unknown; memorandum opinion from a United States district court

with no reporter citation or stated precedential designation.

PARTIES Annette Straub v. Frank Bisignano, Commissioner of Social Security

TOPICS



judicial review of agency action  administrative law  agency adjudication  disability definition

ada / disability

PRACTICE AREAS

Social Security disability =~ administrative law  judicial review of agency action

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ adequately articulated the step-three analysis concerning whether Straub's migraine
headaches medically equaled Listing 11.02.

2. Whether the ALJ's failure to adequately analyze medical equivalence was harmless.

3. Whether remand for further administrative proceedings or an award of benefits was the appropriate

remedy.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ failed to adequately articulate the step-three analysis because the decision did not address the
requirements of Listing 11.02B or 11.02D or the factors identified in Social Security Ruling 19-4p,

including headache frequency, severity and duration, treatment side effects, and functional limitations.

2. The error was not harmless because Straub identified record evidence that could support application of

Listing 11.02, and the court could not conclude that no set of facts would entitle her to benefits.

3. Remand for further proceedings was appropriate rather than an immediate award of benefits.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“But reading the ALJ’s decision as a whole—including his discussion of Straub’s headaches in connection the
RFC assessment—we nevertheless conclude that the ALJ’s step three analysis is beyond meaningful judicial

review.” (Discussion section V.B)

“In sum, the ALJ’s step three analysis—even when coupled with his later RFC assessment—fails to adequately
address whether Straub’s migraine headaches are equivalent to Listing 11.02 in accordance with SSR 19-4p,
which “prevents the Court from conducting a meaningful, albeit deferential, review.”” (Discussion section
V.B)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Straub alleged disability beginning April 1, 2013, based principally on degenerative disc disease, migraine
headaches, and mental impairments. The administrative record included evidence of recurring migraines,
medication changes, neurological treatment, and reports of headaches requiring her to lie down in a quiet
location. The ALJ found that Straub could perform a restricted range of sedentary work and denied benefits at

step five, but did not adequately explain whether her migraines medically equaled Listing 11.02 under Social
Security Ruling 19-4p.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Straub applied for disability insurance benefits and supplemental security income, but the Commissioner denied
her claims administratively. After a hearing, the ALJ denied benefits, and the Appeals Council denied review,
making the ALJ's decision the Commissioner's final decision. Straub then filed this action seeking reversal and
benefits or, alternatively, remand. The court vacated the Commissioner's decision and remanded for further
proceedings because the ALJ inadequately articulated the step-three analysis of whether Straub's migraine
headaches medically equaled Listing 11.02.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand to the Commissioner for further proceedings pursuant to sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g), including
an adequate analysis of whether Straub's migraine headaches medically equal Listing 11.02 under Social

Security Ruling 19-4p. The court did not decide Straub's remaining claims concerning the evaluation of her
mental impairments.
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