UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF

CALIFORNIA

Jennifer Flores v. Leland Dudek, Acting Commissioner of Social

Security

No. 1:24-cv-01377-SKO (E.D. Cal. Apr. 21, 2025) - No. 1:24-cv-01377-SKO - Decided April 22, 2025

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of California reviewed the denial of Jennifer

Flores’s applications for disability insurance benefits and Supplemental Security Income. The court

held that the ALJ failed to provide sufficiently specific, clear, and convincing reasons for discounting

Flores’s subjective symptom statements. The court vacated the decision and remanded the case for

further proceedings.
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vacated

Plaintiff sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the
Commissioner's final decision denying her applications for disability
insurance benefits and Supplemental Security Income. The parties

submitted briefs without oral argument.

The court may set aside the Commissioner's denial of benefits when
the ALJ's findings are based on legal error or are not supported by
substantial evidence in the record as a whole. Substantial evidence is
more than a mere scintilla and means such relevant evidence as a
reasonable mind might accept as adequate to support a conclusion. The
court must consider the record as a whole and may not substitute its
judgment when the evidence is susceptible to more than one rational

interpretation.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether any error in the ALJ's application of Social Security Ruling 18-3p concerning failure to follow

prescribed treatment required reversal.

2. Whether the ALJ provided specific, clear, and convincing reasons supported by substantial evidence for
discounting Flores's subjective statements about the intensity, persistence, and limiting effects of her

mental symptoms.

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

HOLDINGS

1. Any error in the ALJ's application of SSR 18-3p was harmless because the ALJ did not base the
nondisability determination on Flores's failure to follow prescribed treatment; the ALJ found at step five

that she could perform work existing in significant numbers in the national economy.

2. The ALJ erred by discounting Flores's subjective statements based on generalized assertions that they
were inconsistent with objective clinical findings, the treatment record, and treatment notes. When a
claimant presents objective evidence of an impairment capable of producing the alleged symptoms and
there is no evidence of malingering, the ALJ must provide specific, clear, and convincing reasons for

rejecting testimony about symptom severity.

3. The proper remedy was to vacate the Commissioner's decision and remand for further administrative

proceedings rather than order immediate payment of benefits.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“If the claimant meets the first test and there is no evidence of malingering, the ALJ can only reject the
claimant’s testimony about the severity of the symptoms if they give “specific, clear and convincing reasons”

for the rejection.” (Order at 6)
“General findings are an insufficient basis to support an adverse credibility determination” (Order at 7)

“Long-standing principles of administrative law require [the court] to review the ALJ’s decision based on the
reasoning and factual findings offered by the ALJ—not post hoc rationalizations that attempt to intuit what

the adjudicator may have been thinking.” (Order at 8)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Flores alleged disability from schizoaffective disorder, depressive type, beginning October 10, 2015. She
reported auditory and visual hallucinations, difficulty sleeping, drowsiness, difficulty understanding and
following directions, and periods when she could not get out of bed. The ALJ found severe schizoaffective and
major depressive disorders, assessed an RFC for work at all exertional levels with significant mental limitations,
and relied on vocational-expert testimony that she could perform jobs such as night cleaner, laboratory

equipment cleaner, and counter supply worker.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Flores protectively applied for DIB and SSI, alleging disability beginning October 10, 2015, based on
schizoaffective disorder. The Commissioner denied the applications initially and on reconsideration. After a
January 24, 2024 hearing, the ALJ found Flores not disabled at step five because she could perform other work
available in significant numbers. The Appeals Council denied review on September 13, 2024, making the ALJ's

decision final. The district court vacated the decision and remanded for further proceedings.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Vacate the Commissioner's decision and remand to the ALJ for further proceedings consistent with the Order,
including proper assessment of Flores's subjective symptom statements and any resulting effect on the RFC and
disability determination.
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