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SUMMARY

This Report and Recommendation addresses Sylvia Denise James’s challenge to the Commissioner of
Social Security’s denial of Disability Insurance Benefits. The magistrate judge recommends vacating
the Commissioner’s decision and remanding under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g), finding that
the ALJ inadequately evaluated Plaintiff’s mental impairments at Steps Two and Four and failed to
provide an accurate and logical bridge between the evidence and the conclusions.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Report and Recommendation on a claimant's appeal under 42 U.S.C. §
405(g) from the Commissioner's denial of Disability Insurance
Benefits.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviews whether the Commissioner applied the correct legal
standards and whether the ALJ's factual findings are supported by
substantial evidence. The court may not try the case de novo, resolve
conflicts in the evidence, or decide credibility questions, but the ALJ
must consider the record as a whole, follow applicable regulations, and
build an accurate and logical bridge between the evidence and the
result.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ's Step Two finding that James's mental impairments were non-severe was supported by
substantial evidence.

2. Whether the ALJ adequately considered James's mental impairments in formulating the residual
functional capacity at Step Four.

3. Whether the ALJ's explanation accurately characterized the record and built an accurate and logical
bridge between the evidence and the conclusions.

HOLDINGS

1. The magistrate judge recommended finding that the ALJ's Step Two analysis was not supported by
substantial evidence because the ALJ relied on work activity without addressing evidence that mental-
health symptoms led to termination from that job and similar work, and mischaracterized the record as
showing that James declined mental-health referrals.

2. The magistrate judge recommended finding that the ALJ inadequately explained whether and how
James's mental impairments were considered in the RFC, requiring vacatur and remand for further
proceedings.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The undersigned therefore concludes that the ALJ’s finding that Plaintiff “declined referrals for mental
health treatment”—based on record that shows Plaintiff both requested a referral for mental health treatment
and completed that treatment as scheduled—effectively mischaracterized the evidentiary record.” (Tr. 20-21)

“Because it is unclear whether or how the ALJ factored the missing and/or mischaracterized evidence into
her findings at Step Two of the sequential analysis, it is also unclear whether or how the ALJ weighed the
same evidence in developing the RFC at Step Four.” (Tr. 20-21)

“Accordingly, the undersigned finds that Plaintiff’s sole assignment of error has merit and recommends that
the Court vacate and remand ALJ’s decision for further proceedings consistent with this Report and
Recommendation.” (Tr. 20-21)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

James alleged disability based in part on depression, severe anxiety, PTSD-related symptoms, and neuropathy.
During the relevant period, she underwent a military-sexual-trauma intake assessment and participated in a VA



Courage therapy group, while records also reflected anger, difficulty concentrating, interpersonal problems, and
reported termination from work involving children because of absence or aggression. The ALJ characterized
James's mental impairments as non-severe and relied on her work activity, intact mental-status findings, and an
apparent notation that she declined a referral. The magistrate judge concluded that this reasoning omitted or
mischaracterized material evidence, including evidence that James requested and completed mental-health
treatment and that mental-health symptoms allegedly contributed to job termination.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

James applied for Disability Insurance Benefits, alleging disability beginning June 30, 2021. The Commissioner
denied the application initially and on reconsideration; following an April 1, 2024 hearing, the ALJ issued an
unfavorable decision on April 25, 2024. The Appeals Council denied review on January 29, 2025, and James
filed this action on March 7, 2025. The magistrate judge recommended that the Commissioner's decision be
vacated and remanded for further proceedings because the ALJ inadequately evaluated James's mental
impairments at Steps Two and Four.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Vacate and remand under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g). On remand, the ALJ should consider the entire
record, accurately discuss the evidence, clearly articulate the rationale for the Step Two and Step Four findings
concerning James's mental impairments, and ensure that the rationale builds an accurate and logical bridge
between the evidence and the result.
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