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SUMMARY

This Memorandum and Recommendation addresses Richard Williams’s action seeking judicial review
of the denial of Social Security disability insurance benefits. The magistrate judge recommends
allowing Plaintiff’s brief and remanding the matter to the Commissioner for further proceedings
because the ALJ did not adequately address evidence suggesting a possible mental impairment or
apply the required special technique. The document is from the United States District Court for the
Eastern District of North Carolina.

CASE DETAILS

COURT United States District Court for the Eastern District of North Carolina

WRITING FOR THE COURT Brian S. Meyers

JURISDICTION United States District Court for the Eastern District of North Carolina

DECIDED February 20, 2026

DOCKET No. 5:24-CV-485-FL

DISPOSITION remanded

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. §§ 405(g) and 1383(c)
(3) of the Commissioner’s denial of disability insurance benefits. The
magistrate judge issued a Memorandum and Recommendation
recommending that the denial be remanded for further administrative
proceedings.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviews the Commissioner’s decision to determine whether
it is supported by substantial evidence and whether the correct legal
standards were applied. The court may not reweigh conflicting
evidence, make credibility determinations, or substitute its judgment
for the Commissioner’s, but meaningful review requires an adequate
explanation of the ALJ’s findings and reasoning.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ adequately considered evidence suggesting that Williams had a medically determinable
mental impairment.

2. Whether the ALJ was required to apply and document the regulatory special technique for evaluating
mental impairments.

3. Whether the ALJ’s failure to discuss contradictory evidence prevented meaningful judicial review and
required remand.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ was required to address the medical-record references to adjustment-disorder-spectrum
symptoms and cognitive difficulties because they constituted contradictory evidence to the ALJ’s finding
that the record contained no evidence of a psychiatric impairment.

2. Where the record raises a colorable claim of a mental impairment, the ALJ must evaluate the pertinent
symptoms, signs, and laboratory findings under the regulatory special technique and adequately
document the resulting findings.

3. The Commissioner may not sustain the ALJ’s decision through post-hoc reasoning that the ALJ did not
provide, and reliance on state-agency psychological opinions did not cure the ALJ’s failure to analyze
the relevant mental-health evidence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“[T]he weight of authority suggests that failure to properly document application of the special technique will
rarely, if ever, be harmless because such a failure prevents, or at least substantially hinders, judicial review.”
(10)

“Here, the absence of any meaningful discussion on references in the medical record to Plaintiff’s mental
limitations leaves the undersigned unable to determine whether the ALJ’s decision is supported by substantial
evidence.” (14)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Williams alleged disability based principally on physical impairments but also listed PTSD and presented
evidence of possible mental symptoms. Medical records included references to adjustment-disorder-spectrum
symptoms, questionable judgment and insight, difficulty with abstract thinking, medication-compliance
problems, and observations by his ex-wife concerning depression, sleep, concentration, cognition, and stress
tolerance. The ALJ found no medically determinable mental impairment and did not discuss those references in
the decision, relying in part on state-agency psychological opinions that likewise did not address them.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Williams applied for disability insurance benefits, alleging a closed period of disability from April 2, 2018,
through August 3, 2021. Following an initial denial, reconsideration denial, an ALJ hearing, and an adverse ALJ
decision, the Appeals Council remanded the matter for further proceedings. After a second hearing, the ALJ
again denied benefits, and the Appeals Council denied review on June 27, 2024. Williams then filed this action,
and the magistrate judge recommended remand because the ALJ failed to meaningfully address evidence
suggesting a mental impairment and failed to apply or document the required special technique.

DISPOSITION

remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Commissioner must reconsider the evidence concerning possible mental impairments, make findings that
sufficiently explain the probative evidence, apply and document the required special technique as appropriate,
and provide an explanation permitting meaningful judicial review.
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