UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF MONTANA,
MISSOULA DIVISION

Amanda Black v. Frank Bisignano, Commissioner of Social Security

CV 25-22-M-KLD - No. CV 25-22-M-KLD - Decided March 12, 2026

SUMMARY

This order concerns Amanda Black’s action under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) seeking review of the
Commissioner of Social Security’s denial of supplemental security income benefits. The court
evaluates challenges to the ALJ’s treatment of Black’s subjective symptom testimony and the opinion
of her mental-health counselor. The court concludes that the ALJ did not provide sufficiently specific,
clear, and convincing reasons to discount Black’s testimony concerning her physical impairments, but
reasonably evaluated the counselor’s opinion as unpersuasive. The provided text ends during the
discussion of vocational-expert testimony.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the

Commissioner's final decision denying supplemental security income
benefits. The district court reversed the administrative decision and

remanded for further proceedings.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court may set aside the Commissioner's decision only if it is
unsupported by substantial evidence or based on legal error. The court
upholds an ALJ's decision when the evidence is susceptible to more
than one rational interpretation and does not reverse for harmless error.
An ALJ must provide specific, clear, and convincing reasons,
supported by substantial evidence, to reject a claimant's subjective

symptom testimony when there is no evidence of malingering.



PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished

PARTIES Amanda Black v. Frank Bisignano, Commissioner of Social Security
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judicial review of agency action ~ administrative law  disability definition
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ provided legally sufficient, specific, clear, and convincing reasons supported by
substantial evidence for discounting Black's subjective testimony concerning the severity and limiting

effects of her physical impairments.

2. Whether the ALJ properly evaluated the persuasiveness of licensed clinical social worker Leslie Brown's

mental-health opinion under the amended Social Security regulations.

3. Whether the ALJ's vocational-expert hypothetical and resulting step-five determination were supported

when the ALJ inadequately evaluated Black's physical symptom testimony.

4. Whether the case should be remanded for further proceedings or for an immediate award of benefits.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ failed to provide specific, clear, and convincing reasons supported by substantial evidence for

discounting Black's testimony about the severity and limiting effects of her physical impairments.

2. The ALJ reasonably found Leslie Brown's mental-health opinion unpersuasive because it was
inadequately supported and not entirely consistent with other evidence.

3. Because the ALJ inadequately evaluated Black's physical symptom testimony, the error may have
affected the RFC and vocational-expert hypothetical, undermining the evidentiary value of the step-five
finding.

4. Remand for further administrative proceedings, rather than an immediate award of benefits, was
appropriate.
KEY QUOTATIONS

“For the reasons discussed above, the Court finds that the ALJ did not provide clear and convincing reasons,
supported by substantial evidence, for discounting Plaintiff’s subjective testimony about the severity of her

physical impairments and symptoms.” (Tr. 21-23)

“Accordingly, remand for further administrative proceedings is the proper remedy.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Black alleged disability beginning July 25, 2022, based principally on lumbar degenerative disease, obesity,
major depressive disorder, and associated physical and mental limitations. She testified to constant or worsening
lower-back pain, occasional spasms and sciatica, limited standing and walking, and depression that worsened
with pain. The ALJ found that she could perform sedentary work with limitations, could not perform past
relevant work, but could perform other jobs identified by a vocational expert. The district court found that the
ALJ did not adequately connect the cited medical evidence, daily activities, or conservative treatment to the

specific physical limitations Black alleged.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Black protectively filed an application for Title XVI supplemental security income benefits on July 25, 2022.
Her claim was denied initially, on reconsideration, and by an administrative law judge after a hearing; the
Appeals Council denied review, making the ALJ's June 24, 2024 decision final. The district court reviewed the
decision and concluded that the ALJ inadequately evaluated Black's subjective symptom testimony concerning
her physical impairments, requiring remand for further administrative proceedings.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The ALJ must reevaluate Black's testimony concerning the severity and limiting effects of her physical
impairments and consider whether additional limitations should be incorporated into the residual functional
capacity assessment. Further administrative proceedings must be consistent with the opinion.
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