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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania reviews the denial of
Charlene Hoffman's applications for Social Security disability insurance and supplemental security
income benefits. The court concludes that the Administrative Law Judge improperly evaluated the
record by selectively emphasizing periods of improvement and noncompliance while failing to
meaningfully address Hoffman's suicide attempt, psychiatric hospitalization, agoraphobia, and other
severe mental-health symptoms. The case is remanded to the Commissioner for further proceedings.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Hoffman sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the
Commissioner's denial of her applications for disability insurance
benefits and supplemental security income. The court found that the
Administrative Law Judge failed to properly evaluate material
evidence concerning Hoffman's suicide attempt, cyclical mental-health
symptoms, subjective complaints, and treatment noncompliance, and
remanded for further administrative proceedings.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviews the Commissioner's factual findings for substantial
evidence and reviews legal issues de novo. Substantial evidence is
such relevant evidence as a reasonable mind might accept as adequate
to support a conclusion, but an ALJ must adequately explain the basis
for the decision, consider all relevant evidence, and resolve material
evidentiary conflicts.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ's residual functional capacity assessment was supported by substantial evidence and
adequately explained.

2. Whether the ALJ improperly evaluated Hoffman's subjective symptoms by selectively citing evidence of
improvement while ignoring evidence of severe, cyclical mental-health symptoms.

3. Whether the ALJ erred by failing to consider Hoffman's February 2018 overdose and suicide attempt
when assessing the severity and functional effects of her mental impairments.

4. Whether the ALJ improperly treated treatment noncompliance as evidence undermining Hoffman's
symptoms without considering whether her agoraphobia and panic disorder explained her failure to
attend treatment.

HOLDINGS

1. An ALJ must consider all relevant evidence bearing on a claimant's residual functional capacity,
including material evidence of suicidal behavior and severe mental-health symptoms, and must provide
a clear and satisfactory explanation for rejecting or discounting that evidence. The ALJ's failure to
address Hoffman's February 2018 overdose and suicide attempt required remand.

2. An ALJ may not cherry-pick isolated periods of improvement or normal mental-status findings while
ignoring contrary evidence of severe and recurring symptoms when evaluating a claimant with cyclical
mental impairments.

3. Before relying on a claimant's failure to seek or pursue regular treatment to discount reported symptoms,
the ALJ must consider explanations in the record, including whether the claimant's mental impairment
itself prevented treatment compliance.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The selective citation of treatment notes is particularly problematic in the context of mental impairments
such as depression and anxiety, which are cyclical in nature.” (at 35-36)



“Cycles of improvement and debilitating symptoms are a common occurrence, and in such circumstances it is
error for an ALJ to pick out a few isolated instances of improvement over a period of months or years and to
treat them as a basis for concluding a claimant is capable of working.” (at 36)

“Here, the plaintiff’s well-documented social anxiety, panic attacks, and documented agoraphobia, which the
ALJ failed to adequately acknowledge or assess, explain her irregular medical visits.” (at 38)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Hoffman alleged disability primarily from severe anxiety, panic attacks, depression, post-traumatic stress
disorder, and agoraphobia. Shortly after the alleged onset date, she overdosed on Klonopin, was psychiatrically
hospitalized, and underwent substance-abuse and mental-health treatment. Her symptoms waxed and waned,
with periods of improvement and work activity alternating with periods of severe panic, agoraphobia, suicidal
thoughts, inability to leave home, and debilitating anxiety. The ALJ emphasized normal examinations, periods of
stability, daily activities, and treatment noncompliance but failed to address the overdose and substantial
evidence of severe exacerbations.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Hoffman filed applications for disability insurance benefits and supplemental security income alleging disability
beginning January 31, 2018. After two administrative hearings, the ALJ denied benefits on February 15, 2023,
finding that Hoffman could perform other work despite severe mental impairments. Hoffman appealed to the
district court, which vacated the Commissioner's decision and remanded for a new administrative hearing.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Vacate the Commissioner's final decision and remand for a new administrative hearing and further consideration
of the evidence, including Hoffman's suicide attempt, suicidal ideation, severe and cyclical mental-health
symptoms, subjective complaints, treatment history, and the relationship between her symptoms and treatment
noncompliance. The court did not direct a particular ultimate disability determination.
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