UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE MIDDLE DISTRICT OF
PENNSYLVANIA
Christopher Cottingham v. Frank Bisignano, Commissioner of Social

Security

No. 1:24-cv-02130 (M.D. Pa. Mar. 9, 2026) - No. 1:24-cv-02130 - Decided March 9, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania reviews Christopher
Cottingham’s challenge to the denial of disability insurance benefits and supplemental security
income. The court concludes that the Administrative Law Judge failed to adequately articulate whether
Cottingham’s headaches medically equaled Listing 11.02 and vacates the Commissioner’s decision,

remanding for further proceedings.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) and § 1383(c)(3) of the

Commissioner's final decision denying applications for disability

insurance benefits and supplemental security income.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court has plenary review of legal issues and reviews the
Commissioner's factual findings for substantial evidence under 42
U.S.C. § 405(g). The court must review the record as a whole and
determine whether the Commissioner applied the correct law and

adequately articulated the basis for the decision.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ adequately evaluated at step three whether Cottingham's primary headache disorder
medically equaled Listing 11.02 under SSR 19-4p.

2. Whether the ALJ's error was harmless.

3. Whether the court should award benefits or remand for further administrative proceedings.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ erred by failing to adequately address whether Cottingham's migraine headaches medically
equaled Listing 11.02. The conclusory statement that no acceptable medical source had opined that the
headaches were medically equivalent did not adequately address the criteria of Listings 11.02B and
11.02D or the factors identified in SSR 19-4p.

2. The error was not harmless.

3. Remand for further proceedings was the appropriate remedy rather than an award of benefits.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In sum, the ALJ’s conclusory step three analysis—even when coupled with his later RFC assessment—fails to
adequately address whether Cottingham’s migraine headaches are equivalent to Listing 11.02 in accordance
with SSR 19-4p, which “prevents the Court from conducting a meaningful, albeit deferential, review.””
(Discussion § V.B)

“For the foregoing reasons, we will vacate the decision of the Commissioner and remand the case to the

Commissioner for further proceedings pursuant to sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g).” (Conclusion § VI)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Cottingham alleged disability beginning July 1, 2018, based principally on impairments including a
subarachnoid hemorrhage, intracranial aneurysm, migraines, hypertension, depression, and neurocognitive
disorder. The record described frequent and sometimes debilitating headaches, including headaches associated
with nausea, photophobia, dizziness, concentration problems, and a need to lie down in a quiet, dark room. The
ALJ found that Cottingham could perform a limited range of light work and denied benefits, relying in part on
selected medical-record references concerning improvement in headaches and normal examination findings.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Cottingham applied for disability insurance benefits and supplemental security income in October 2018. The
ALJ denied the claims in 2020, but the Appeals Council vacated that decision and remanded for further

proceedings, including development of the record, consideration of a family statement, evaluation of symptoms,



and reassessment of residual functional capacity. After two additional hearings, the ALJ again denied benefits on
April 23, 2024, and the Appeals Council denied review. Cottingham then filed this action; the district court
vacated the Commissioner's decision and remanded for further proceedings because the ALJ inadequately

analyzed whether his headaches medically equaled Listing 11.02 under SSR 19-4p.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Vacate the Commissioner's decision and remand under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) for further
proceedings. The ALJ must adequately evaluate whether Cottingham's primary headache disorder medically
equals Listing 11.02, including consideration of Listings 11.02B and 11.02D and the factors identified in SSR

19-4p. The court did not decide Cottingham's remaining claims of error.
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