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Security Administration
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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Southern District of Texas grants Christopher M.'s motion for

summary judgment and remands his Social Security disability benefits case for further administrative

proceedings. The court holds that the Administrative Law Judge inadequately evaluated the

supportability and consistency of the state agency physicians' opinions when determining

Christopher's residual functional capacity, and that the error was not harmless.
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reversed_and_remanded

Appeal from the Commissioner of the Social Security Administration's
final decision denying applications for disability insurance benefits
and supplemental security income; the parties filed cross-motions for

summary judgment.

The court reviews whether substantial evidence supports the ALJ's
decision and whether the correct legal standards were employed. The
court may not reweigh the evidence or substitute its judgment for that

of the Commissioner.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ adequately evaluated and explained the supportability and consistency of the state-
agency physicians' medical opinions under 20 C.F.R. §§ 404.1520c and 416.920c.

2. Whether the ALJ's unexplained acceptance and rejection of portions of the state-agency physicians'
opinions prevented meaningful judicial review and rendered the RFC determination unsupported by

substantial evidence.

3. Whether the error was harmless in light of the vocational-expert testimony and the possibility that a
more restrictive RFC could affect the available jobs.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ erred by addressing the two state-agency physicians' opinions together and failing to explain
the supportability of their findings or which portions of each opinion he accepted or rejected.

2. The ALJ's decision denying benefits was not supported by substantial evidence because the deficient
evaluation of the medical opinions left the court unable to determine whether the RFC and resulting

vocational findings were properly formulated.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because the ALJ addressed both opinions together, did not fully address the necessary factors, and gave no
explanation for incorporating certain limitations and excluding others, the court is unable to perform the
statutorily mandated judicial review.” (at 25)

“The court will not guess what the ALJ would have done had he considered both doctors’ findings separately

and addressed the consistency and supportability of each.” (at 26)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Christopher alleged disability based on conditions including a fractured right hip, diabetes with neuropathy and
foot ulcers, a partial left-foot amputation, knee problems, and lower-extremity pain. He testified that he had not
returned to work, had limited standing and walking ability, and had difficulty performing household activities.
The ALJ assessed an RFC for light work with limitations and relied on vocational-expert testimony that jobs
existed in the national economy. The state-agency physicians offered differing limitations, including different
assessments of Christopher's ability to stand and walk.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Christopher applied for Title IT and Title XVI benefits, and the SSA denied his applications initially and on
reconsideration. After a hearing, the ALJ found him not disabled; the Appeals Council vacated that decision and
remanded because the ALJ had not considered a third-party function report. Following a second hearing, the ALJ
again found Christopher not disabled, and the Appeals Council denied review. Christopher then sought judicial
review, and the district court granted his motion for summary judgment, denied the Commissioner's cross-
motion, and remanded for additional administrative proceedings.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand for additional administrative proceedings consistent with the opinion, including separate and adequately
explained consideration of the state-agency physicians' medical opinions and the supportability and consistency

factors, followed by reconsideration of the RFC and vocational evidence as necessary.
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