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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of California reviews the denial of Sonia
Christine Rodriguez’s application for Supplemental Security Income. The court addresses alleged
conflicts between vocational-expert testimony and the Dictionary of Occupational Titles, the ALJ’s
duty to develop the record regarding knee arthritis, and whether the residual functional capacity
determination was supported by substantial evidence. The court denies Plaintiff’s motion for summary
judgment and affirms the Commissioner’s decision.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the
Commissioner's final decision denying her Title XVI application for
supplemental security income. The parties submitted cross-briefs
without oral argument.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviewed the Commissioner's decision under 42 U.S.C. §
405(g) for substantial evidence and legal error. It could not substitute
its judgment for the Commissioner's, was required to review the
reasons provided by the ALJ, and was required to affirm where the
evidence was susceptible to more than one rational interpretation
unless an error was harmful.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ failed to reconcile an apparent conflict between the vocational expert's testimony and
the Dictionary of Occupational Titles concerning the mental requirements of the mail-sorter occupation.

2. Whether the ALJ failed to develop the administrative record regarding the effect of Rodriguez's bilateral
knee arthritis on her ability to stand and walk.

3. Whether the ALJ properly supported the residual functional capacity assessment with substantial
evidence, including evidence concerning Rodriguez's knee impairments and obesity.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ erred by failing to identify and reconcile the apparent conflict between Rodriguez's limitation
to simple instructions and the mail-sorter occupation's Reasoning Level 3 requirements. The error was
harmless because the ALJ properly identified the office-helper occupation as work Rodriguez could
perform in significant numbers.

2. The ALJ was not required to further develop the record or obtain a consultative examination because the
record was neither ambiguous nor inadequate for proper evaluation.

3. The ALJ properly supported the RFC with substantial evidence, including medical findings concerning
Rodriguez's knees and obesity and the medical-opinion evidence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“As such, the ALJ erred in failing to reconcile this clear conflict between the VE’s testimony and the DOT.”
(Part III.A.ii.1)

“Here, the record presents no clear gaps, nor ambiguous evidence, nor any inadequacy for allowing proper
evaluation of the evidence and, therefore, did not trigger the ALJ’s duty to develop the record.” (Part III.B.ii)

“Thus, the ALJ sufficiently supported the RFC with reference to the medical record.” (Part III.C.ii)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Rodriguez alleged disability beginning July 27, 2017, based principally on bilateral knee degenerative joint
disease, lumbar degenerative disc disease, obesity, depression, and anxiety. The ALJ found that she could
perform light work with restrictions, including use of an assistive device for balance and ambulation, and
determined that she could not perform past relevant work but could perform other jobs, including office helper
and mail sorter. The district court found that the ALJ failed to reconcile an apparent conflict between the mail-
sorter job's Reasoning Level 3 requirements and Rodriguez's limitation to simple instructions, but held the error
harmless because the office-helper occupation remained available in significant numbers.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Rodriguez applied for supplemental security income, and the application was denied initially and on
reconsideration. After a hearing, the ALJ found her not disabled; the Appeals Council denied review. The district
court denied Rodriguez's motion for summary judgment, affirmed the Commissioner's decision, directed entry of
judgment for Defendant, and closed the case.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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