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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania remands Adrienne

Lombardo’s Social Security disability case for further proceedings. The court holds that the

Administrative Law Judge failed to explain why a one- to two-step task limitation stated by a

persuasive state-agency medical consultant was omitted from the residual functional capacity

assessment. Because the vocational testimony identified jobs requiring reasoning levels exceeding that

limitation, the court found the decision insufficiently explained for meaningful judicial review.
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vacated

Appeal under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) from the Commissioner's final
decision denying applications for disability insurance benefits and

supplemental security income.

The court reviews the Commissioner's factual findings for substantial
evidence and reviews legal issues plenarily. The court may not
reweigh the evidence or substitute its judgment for that of the ALJ, but
the ALJ must adequately articulate the evidentiary and legal basis for

the decision to permit meaningful judicial review.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ erred by finding a state-agency medical opinion persuasive while failing to incorporate
that opinion's limitation to one- and two-step tasks into the RFC or explain why the limitation was

rejected.

2. Whether the omission was harmless when the ALJ relied on occupations requiring reasoning levels two

or three despite the one- and two-step task limitation.

3. Whether the ALJ's decision adequately articulated the reasoning connecting the medical evidence, RFC,

and denial of benefits to permit substantial-evidence review.

HOLDINGS

1. When an ALJ finds persuasive a medical opinion containing a limitation to one- and two-step tasks, the
ALJ must either include that limitation in the RFC and restrict the claimant to reasoning-level-one

occupations, or identify substantial evidence supporting rejection of the limitation.

2. A limitation to one- and two-step tasks is equivalent to a limitation to reasoning-level-one occupations;
occupations requiring reasoning level two or three are not compatible with that limitation absent

substantial evidence explaining otherwise.

3. The court could not treat the ALJ's omission as harmless or supply a different rationale for the ALJ's
decision where the ALJ had found the relevant opinion persuasive but did not address a material

limitation.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“when a medical opinion is found persuasive and contains a limitation to one- and two-step tasks, the ALJ is
obligated to either: (1) include the limitation in the RFC and limit the claimant to reasoning level one

occupations, or, (2) identify the substantial evidence that the ALJ is relying on in rejecting the limitation.”
(26)

“The DOT defines occupations by reasoning level and defines “reasoning level one” as the ability to “apply

commonsense understanding to carry out simple one-or two-step instructions.”” (28-29)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Lombardo alleged disability based primarily on major depressive disorder and generalized anxiety disorder, with
symptoms including panic attacks, suicidal ideation, fluctuating concentration, and episodic debilitating anxiety
and depression. Her treating psychiatrist opined that her impairments caused marked workplace limitations, that

she would be off task more than 20 percent of the workday, and that she would miss more than four days per



month. Two state-agency consultants offered differing assessments; one found that she could perform simple
repetitive tasks, while the other found that she could perform one- and two-step tasks. The ALJ found both state-
agency opinions persuasive, adopted an RFC for simple and routine tasks, but omitted the one- and two-step

limitation and identified jobs requiring reasoning levels two or three.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Lombardo applied for disability insurance benefits and supplemental security income, alleging disability
beginning April 17, 2019. After an administrative hearing at which Lombardo and a vocational expert testified,
the ALJ denied benefits on December 27, 2022. The court held that the ALJ failed to address or incorporate a
persuasive state-agency consultant's limitation to one- and two-step tasks and remanded for a new administrative

hearing.
DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Vacate the Commissioner's final decision denying benefits and remand for a new administrative hearing and
further consideration of the medical-opinion evidence, the one- and two-step task limitation, the RFC, and the

occupations the claimant may perform. The court did not direct a particular ultimate disability determination.
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