UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE CENTRAL DISTRICT OF

CALIFORNIA

Crystal M. R. v. Bisignano

No. ED CV 25-405-E, United States District Court for the Central District of California (July 1, 2025)

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Central District of California reviewed the denial of Crystal

M. R.'s Social Security disability benefits. The court held that the Administrative Law Judge again

erred by failing to clarify and adequately address a psychological examiner's opinion that the claimant

was moderately impaired in maintaining regular workplace attendance. The court reversed in part and

remanded the matter for further administrative proceedings under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g).
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Plaintiff sought judicial review under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. §
405(g) of the Social Security Administration's denial of disability

benefits.

Under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g), the court determines whether the
Administration's findings are supported by substantial evidence and
whether the Administration applied correct legal standards. Legal error
is not harmless when further administrative review is needed to

determine whether the claimant was prejudiced.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ erred by failing to seek clarification of Dr. Chronister's ambiguous opinion that

Plaintiff had a moderate impairment in maintaining regular workplace attendance.

2. Whether the ALJ adequately explained the rejection or nonadoption of Dr. Chronister's attendance
opinion.
3. Whether the errors were harmless and whether the record supported remand for further administrative

proceedings rather than immediate payment of benefits.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ materially erred by again failing to seek clarification from Dr. Chronister regarding the
meaning and functional consequences of the opinion that Plaintiff was moderately impaired in

maintaining regular workplace attendance.

2. The ALJ inadequately explained the apparent rejection of Dr. Chronister's opinion regarding regular
workplace attendance by relying on oblique, generalized, and conclusory statements rather than

explaining how the opinion was evaluated and resolved.

3. The errors were not harmless, and the appropriate remedy was reversal in part and remand for further

administrative action rather than an immediate award of benefits.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“At a minimum, the uncertainty regarding the meaning of the operative terms in Dr. Chronister’s report
should have prompted the ALJ to seek clarification from Dr. Chronister.” (A.R. 792-93)

“[A]n ALJ’s error is harmless where it is inconsequential to the ultimate nondisability determination.” (A.R.
790-91)

“For the foregoing reasons, the decision of the Administration is reversed in part and the matter is remanded

for further administrative action consistent with this Opinion.” (Conclusion)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Dr. Chronister, a psychological consultative examiner, opined that Plaintiff was moderately impaired in
maintaining regular workplace attendance and completing a normal workday and workweek without psychiatric
interruptions. The ALJ on remand characterized the opinion as somewhat persuasive but concluded, without
clarifying what moderate meant in this context, that Plaintiff could maintain attendance and sustain work
consistent with the residual functional capacity. A vocational expert testified that two to three absences per

month would preclude all work.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff filed the action on February 13, 2025. The parties consented to proceed before a United States

Magistrate Judge, submitted briefing, and asked the court to review a post-remand administrative decision. The



court reversed in part and remanded for further administrative action because the ALJ again failed to clarify an
examining psychologist's opinion concerning moderate impairment in maintaining regular workplace attendance
and inadequately explained the opinion's rejection.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The matter was remanded for further administrative action consistent with the opinion, including further
development and clarification of Dr. Chronister's attendance opinion and an adequate explanation of how that
opinion is incorporated into or excluded from the residual functional capacity assessment.
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