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Peripheral Neuropathy Claims Are Perplexing 
PeriPheral neuroPathy is a medical 
condition impacting the peripheral 
nervous system of the body. These 
are the nerves outside of the brain 
and spinal cord. 

it is a Painful condition usually 
affecting the extremities – espe-
cially the feet and hands. Symptoms 
include pain, numbness, tingling, and 
weakness which can seriously impact 
function. Causes are often diabetes, 
vascular disease, smoking, alco-
holism, autoimmune diseases and 
chemotherapy. 

While it is a frustrating set of 
symptoms for claimants, it is a dif-
ficult condition for Social Security to 
evaluate for disability claims. 

in keePing With the ongoing in-
creased rigor of the Listings of Im-
pairments, Social Security’s medical 
guidelines in Section 11.14 require: 

A. An extreme limitation causing per-
sistent disorganization in at least 
two extremities requiring the use 
of a walker to rise from a chair or 
balance; or the need for a walker 
or two canes or two crutches to 
walk, or the inability to sustain use 
of the upper extremities for even 

simple gross manipulations like 
grabbing, holding and turning; or, 

B. A “marked” (serious) limitation in 
physical functioning (one cane or 
one crutch required, or a signifi-
cantly reduced ability to sustain 
use of the arms and hands); along 
with a “marked” restriction in 
either: 
a. Ability to understand, remem-

ber or apply information; 
b. Ability to interact with others; 
c. Concentrating, persisting or 

maintaining pace; 
d. Ability to adapt or manage self. 

this combination in 11.14(B) of 
a physical impairment with mental 
health limitations is now common 
in the Listings and forces claimants 
to treat for mental illness, or at least 
consistently describe serious symp-
tomatology, even if it not their primary 
impairment. This listing is quite se-
vere and not often met by claimants. 

the alternative aPProach in periph-
eral neuropathy claims is to docu-
ment that the claimant’s “Residual 
Functional Capacity” is so reduced 
that sustained work activity is not 
possible. For example, if the periph-
eral neuropathy is well documented 
consistently in the feet, and the 
claimant is older than 50 years old 
and has only done physical work, that 
combination may prove totally dis-
abling. If the peripheral neuropathy is 
well documented in the hands, and 
the claimant is over 50 and has past 
relevant work requiring sustained use 

of both hands such as mechanic or 
typist, that combination may also be 
totally disabling.

the symPtoms and their impact on 
function must be documented in the 
medical charts. That requires con-
sistent treatment with a neurologist, 
vascular specialist or pain doctor with 
clinical charts at each visit noting 
the severity of the symptoms. This is 
an instance where the notes from a 
family physician will be considered, 
but not given the same weight as the 
specialist’s charts. 

often claimants have several im-
pairments and the limitations caused 
by peripheral neuropathy, combined 
with the other medical issues, is 
enough to so reduce the Residual 
Functional Capacity findings as to 
justify a finding of total disability. 

exPerienced rePresentation at 
the outset of the application is quite 
useful in claims based on peripheral 
neuropathy. Since the content of the 
medical records is so important, the 
earlier a claimant is taught the im-
portance of communication with the 
medical providers, the stronger the 
chance of success. 

If you would like to learn more about 
Social Security Disability, Supplemental 
Security Income and how to help people 
needing this assistance, please give us 
a call for a free in-service. These 
often qualify for continuing education 
credits for social workers, case managers 
and other staff. 


