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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania reviews Terry Sullivan’s
appeal from the denial of Social Security disability benefits. The court holds that the Administrative
Law Judge inadequately explained which portions of a consulting nurse practitioner’s opinion were
persuasive, but concludes that the error was harmless because vocational-expert testimony established
that the disputed sitting, standing, and walking limitations would not affect Sullivan’s ability to
perform available work. The court therefore affirms the Commissioner’s decision.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Sullivan sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the
Commissioner's denial of applications for disability insurance benefits
and supplemental security income. He challenged the ALJ's
articulation of the persuasiveness of one medical opinion concerning
his ability to sit, stand, and walk.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviews the Commissioner's factual findings for substantial
evidence and reviews legal issues plenarily. It may not reweigh the
evidence or substitute its judgment for the ALJ's, but must ensure that
the ALJ adequately articulates the basis for the decision to permit
meaningful judicial review. Errors are subject to harmless-error
analysis.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district court memorandum opinion
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ adequately articulated the reasons for finding CRNP Schultz's medical opinion only
partially persuasive, including which portions were persuasive and which were not.

2. Whether any deficiency in the ALJ's articulation required remand or was harmless in light of undisputed
vocational-expert testimony that the disputed sit/stand limitations would not affect Sullivan's ability to
perform available work.

HOLDINGS

1. Under the governing medical-opinion regulations, an ALJ must explain the supportability and
consistency of each medical opinion and, when finding an opinion only partially persuasive, identify
which portions are persuasive and which lack persuasive power, with an explanation grounded in the
evidence. The ALJ's conclusory treatment of Schultz's opinion did not satisfy that articulation
requirement.

2. The ALJ's articulation error was harmless and did not require remand because uncontested vocational-
expert testimony established that the disputed limitations on Sullivan's ability to sit and stand would not
affect his ability to perform the work identified by the expert.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In our view, under the Commissioner’s current medical opinion regulations the ALJ must address the
persuasiveness of each medical opinion and must explain the consistency and supportability of each opinion.”
(20)

“Therefore, any errors stemming from the incomplete articulation of the rationale for deeming one medical
expert’s opinion partially persuasive are harmless where the ambiguity in the analysis of this opinion would
not have affected the final conclusion that Sullivan could perform tasks that existed in the national economy.”
(22)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Sullivan alleged disability based on peripheral neuropathy, bilateral knee degenerative joint disease, diabetes,
Graves' disease, visual disturbances, asthma, and obesity. Treatment records generally described normal gait,
reflexes, range of motion, strength, and ambulation, with neuropathy improved by gabapentin; an examining
nurse practitioner likewise found a normal gait and largely normal physical functioning. Three medical sources
agreed that Sullivan could meet the lifting and carrying requirements of light work, but CRNP Schultz assessed
more restrictive limits on standing and walking than the two state-agency physicians. The vocational expert



testified that changing positions between sitting and standing would not prevent Sullivan from performing the
identified work.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Sullivan applied for disability insurance benefits and supplemental security income, alleging disability beginning
March 1, 2020. After a November 27, 2023 administrative hearing, the ALJ denied benefits on April 16, 2024,
finding that Sullivan could perform light work and could perform past relevant work or other work existing in
significant numbers. The district court found that the ALJ inadequately explained which portions of CRNP Kelly
Schultz's partially persuasive opinion were accepted or rejected, but held the error harmless because undisputed
vocational-expert testimony established that the disputed sit/stand limitations would not erode Sullivan's ability
to work.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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