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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of North Carolina reviews the denial of
Catharine G.'s claim for Disability Insurance Benefits under the Social Security Act. The court
concludes that the Administrative Law Judge inadequately evaluated the claimant's subjective
complaints and documented obsessive-compulsive disorder symptoms, including the significance of
clinical stability findings and other mental-status-examination results. The court remands the matter
for further administrative proceedings.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ adequately evaluated Plaintiff's subjective reports concerning the intensity, persistence,
and limiting effects of her OCD symptoms.

2. Whether the ALJ improperly relied on generally stable mental-status examinations, normal findings
unrelated to Plaintiff's OCD symptoms, and Plaintiff's self-directed benzodiazepine taper to discount her
subjective symptom reports.

3. Whether the ALJ adequately evaluated the persuasiveness of the opinions of treating psychiatrist Dr.
Matthew Conner and treating therapist Robert Milan, LCSW.

4. Whether the Commissioner's final decision should be vacated and remanded under sentence four of 42
U.S.C. § 405(g).

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ failed to support with substantial evidence the evaluation discounting Plaintiff's subjective
reports concerning the intensity, persistence, and limiting effects of her OCD symptoms.

2. Because the ALJ relied on the same improper rationales to discount the opinions of Dr. Conner and
LCSW Milan, the ALJ also erred in evaluating those opinions.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Thus, Plaintiff’s mental symptoms remained “stable” only insofar as they remained consistently severe and,
thus, the observation by the ALJ of overall “stability” in Plaintiff’s mental condition (Tr. 26; see also Tr. 27)
does not provide substantial evidence to support the ALJ’s discounting of Plaintiff’s subjective reports of OCD
symptoms.” (15-16)

“The ALJ’s repeated reliance on Plaintiff’s ability to self-direct a benzodiazepine taper as evidence
inconsistent with Plaintiff’s assertions of disabling OCD symptoms (see Tr. 25-27) represents a fundamental
misunderstanding of the symptoms Plaintiff alleged she experienced.” (19-20)

“IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED that the Commissioner’s decision finding no disability is VACATED, and
that this action is REMANDED under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. 405(g)” (25)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff alleged disability based principally on obsessive-compulsive disorder, anxiety, and related symptoms
that affected her concentration, stress tolerance, adaptation, and ability to work. The ALJ found severe
impairments of asthma, anxiety, and OCD, but determined that Plaintiff retained the residual functional capacity
for a full range of work with specified nonexertional limitations and was not disabled. The record included
repeated treatment observations of impaired attention, ruminations, anxiety, fixation on a very slow
benzodiazepine taper, and treating-provider opinions that Plaintiff's symptoms prevented sustained work.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff applied for Disability Insurance Benefits, alleging disability beginning July 13, 2019. The application
was denied initially and on reconsideration. After an initial ALJ decision denying benefits, the Appeals Council
remanded because the vocational expert had not received a hypothetical including a no-production-rate-pace
limitation. Following a second hearing, the ALJ again denied benefits, and the Appeals Council denied review.
On judicial review, the district court vacated the Commissioner's decision and remanded for further
administrative proceedings.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Commissioner's decision is vacated and the case is remanded under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g). On
remand, the Commissioner must re-evaluate Plaintiff's subjective symptom reports in accordance with the
opinion, reassess the persuasiveness of Dr. Conner's and LCSW Milan's opinions in accordance with the opinion,
and redetermine Plaintiff's residual functional capacity. The court suggests, but does not require, assignment to a
different ALJ.
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