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26, 2025

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Southern District of California reviews a denial of

supplemental security income benefits under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g). The court concludes that the

administrative law judge inadequately evaluated the supportability of several medical opinions when

determining the plaintiff’s residual functional capacity. The order reverses the Commissioner’s

decision and remands the matter for further administrative proceedings.
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vacated

Plaintiff sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the
Commissioner of Social Security's final decision denying
supplemental security income benefits. The parties filed a joint motion

for judicial review.

The court reviews the Commissioner's decision for legal error and lack
of substantial evidence. Substantial evidence is more than a mere
scintilla but less than a preponderance and is such relevant evidence as
a reasonable mind might accept as adequate. The court may not make
independent findings or affirm on grounds not invoked by the agency,
but may affirm harmless error.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ's residual functional capacity determination was supported by substantial evidence.
2. Whether the ALJ properly evaluated the supportability and consistency of the medical opinions.

3. Whether the ALJ's heightened duty to develop the record was triggered and satisfied.

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

of benefits.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ erred by failing to sufficiently articulate the supportability factor when finding the opinions of

Dr. Kugel, Dr. Hawkins, Dr. Rozenfeld, and Dr. Taylor unpersuasive.
2. The ALJ failed to satisfy the heightened duty to develop the record.
3. The RFC determination was not supported by substantial evidence, and the errors were not harmless.

4. The appropriate remedy was remand for further administrative proceedings rather than an immediate

award of benefits.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“An ALJ cannot reject a medical opinion as unsupported or inconsistent without explaining why, and that

explanation must be supported by substantial evidence.” (Section V.A)

“The ALJ's duty to develop the record is heightened when a claimant's ability to protect his or her interests is

adversely affected by a mental impairment.” (Section V.B)

“On remand, the ALJ must evaluate and explain both the consistency and the supportability factor in

discussing each medical opinion, and develop the record further if necessary.” (Conclusion)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff alleged disability based primarily on autism, anxiety, schizoaffective disorder, and related mental
limitations. The ALJ found several severe impairments and assessed a medium-work RFC with restrictions on
task complexity, pace, workplace changes, and social interaction, ultimately finding that Plaintiff could perform
several jobs. Plaintiff was unrepresented at the ALJ hearing, and the record included medical opinions stating
that additional evidence or reevaluation was needed to assess the severity and functional effects of his

impairments.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Plaintiff applied for supplemental security income in June 2021, alleging disability based on autism and a mental
breakdown. The ALJ denied benefits on July 6, 2023, and the Appeals Council denied review on May 28, 2024.
Plaintiff then filed this action. After initially dismissing the complaint with leave to amend at screening, the court
considered the parties' joint motion, vacated the ALJ's decision, and remanded for further administrative

proceedings.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Commissioner must conduct further administrative proceedings. On remand, the ALJ must evaluate and
explain both the consistency and supportability factors for each medical opinion, develop the record further if
necessary, and clearly articulate the reasons for the decision so that a subsequent reviewer can trace the ALJ's

reasoning.
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