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SUMMARY

The Eighth Circuit reversed and remanded a district court judgment affirming the denial of Carolyn
Nimick's application for Social Security disability benefits. The court held that the administrative law
judge failed to develop and make explicit findings concerning the physical and mental demands of
Nimick's past relevant work as a machine operator and whether her residual functional capacity
permitted her to perform that work.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether substantial evidence supported the ALJ's finding that Nimick could perform her past relevant
work as a machine operator.

2. Whether the ALJ was required to make specific findings concerning the physical and mental demands of
the past relevant work and compare those demands with Nimick's residual functional capacity.

3. Whether the case should be remanded for further proceedings because the record did not adequately
establish the demands of the past work or address the combined effects of Nimick's impairments.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ may find that a claimant can perform past relevant work only after fully developing the
physical and mental demands of that work and making explicit findings comparing those demands with
the claimant's residual functional capacity. The record did not support the ALJ's finding that Nimick
could perform her past work as a machine operator.

2. The case must be remanded to the ALJ for specific factual findings concerning the physical and mental
demands of the job the ALJ considers the claimant capable of performing, including stress, technical or
complex requirements, dust and fumes, and physical demands.

3. If Nimick had no past relevant work or could not perform it but could perform light work, the burden
would shift to the Secretary to show that she could perform work existing in the national economy; a
vocational expert would then be required under the applicable regulations and circuit precedent.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“the ALJ has a duty to fully investigate and make explicit findings as to the physical and mental demands of a
claimant's past relevant work and to compare that with what the claimant herself is capable of doing before
he determines that she is able to perform her past relevant work.” (¶ 10)

“This evidence was not sufficient to allow the ALJ to make a proper determination as to the physical and
mental demands placed on a machine operator and whether Ms. Nimick was capable of performing this
work.” (¶ 27)

“For the reasons set forth above we reverse the district court's order granting summary judgment to the
defendant and remand this case back to the ALJ for further proceedings consistent with this opinion.” (¶ 30)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Carolyn Nimick, a 49-year-old woman with a ninth-grade education, applied for Social Security benefits in
1986, alleging disability since 1979. The ALJ found that she retained the residual functional capacity to perform
her past work as a machine operator. The record contained conflicting and incomplete evidence concerning the
physical and mental demands of that work, including lifting, standing, walking, sitting, stress, technical
complexity, and exposure to dust and fumes, as well as evidence of Nimick's physical, mental, and allergy-
related limitations.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Nimick applied for benefits alleging disability beginning in 1979. Her application was administratively denied;
after a hearing, the ALJ found that she could perform her past relevant work as a machine operator and was not
disabled. The Appeals Council denied review, and the district court affirmed the denial. The Eighth Circuit
reversed and remanded for further proceedings.
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The ALJ must make specific factual findings concerning the physical and mental demands of whatever job
Nimick is considered capable of performing, including the job's mental stress, technical or complex nature,
exposure to dust and fumes, and physical requirements. The ALJ should also clearly consider all of Nimick's
exertional and nonexertional impairments individually and in combination. If she has no past relevant work or
cannot perform it, the Secretary must proceed to determine whether she can perform work existing in the
national economy, using a vocational expert as required.
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