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The issue is whether appellant has established that she developed carpal tunnel syndrome
in the performance of duty, causally related to factors of her federal employment.

On April 27, 1998 appellant, then a 31-year-old social insurance representative, filed a
claim alleging that on April 6, 1998 she became aware that she had developed right carpal tunnel
syndrome, causally related to writing, and to using a computer mouse and a keyboard. Appellant
claimed that her right hand became numb and throbbed whenever she did anything other than
holding it straight, and that painful throbbing awakened her at night.

By letter dated June 9, 1998, the Office of Workers' Compensation Programs advised
appellant that further information was needed, including a listing of the job duties that she felt
caused or aggravated her condition and a comprehensive medical report providing a diagnosis
and discussing causal relation. The Office also sought comments from the employing
establishment.

Nothing further was received by the Office.

By decision dated August 14, 1998, the Office rejected appellant’s claim finding that the
evidence of record was insufficient to support that an injury occurred as alleged. The Office
noted the absence in the record of any medical evidence containing a diagnosis or opinion on
causal relation.

By letter dated September 21, 1998, appellant requested reconsideration and listed the
employment duties that she felt caused her condition. The primary employment activities
appellant identified as causing her condition were typing on the computer and using a mouse.
She also implicated correcting printer problems, handwriting envelopes, filing, stapling,
photocopying, telephone answering and using a mail meter. Appellant described her right hand



complaints of pain and numbness, and noted that she rarely used a computer at home. A letter
from her supervisor was included, which concurred with appellant’ s description of her duties.

By letter dated October 9, 1998, Dr. Charles F. Diederich, an internist, noted as follows:

“[Appellant] reported to my office on May 1, 1998 complaining of right wrist
numbness. A Phalen’s test was performed and [appellant] had a positive Tinel’s
sign. At which point, | diagnosed her with carpal tunnel syndrome.”

By decision dated January 13, 1999, the Office modified the prior decision to reflect that
appellant had established that her employment-related duties occurred as she had alleged and
that she had been diagnosed with carpal tunnel syndrome, but it denied her claim on the basis
that no causal relationship with the identified factors of her employment had been established.

The Board finds that appellant has failed to establish that she developed carpa tunnel
syndrome in the performance of duty, causally related to factors of her federal employment.

In cases of occupationa disease or illness, as in this case of clamed carpa tunnel
syndrome, an employee must establish fact of injury by submitting: (1) a factual statement
identifying employment factors alleged to have caused or contributed to the presence or
occurrence of the disease or condition alleged; (2) medical evidence establishing the presence or
existence of the disease or condition for which compensation is claimed; and (3) medical
evidence establishing that the employment factors identified by the claimant were the proximate
cause of the condition for which compensation is claimed,* or, stated differently, that the
implicated conditions or factors of employment caused an “injury” as defined in the Federal
Employees Compensation Act® and its regulations.> An award of compensation may not be
based on surmise, conjecture, speculation, or appellant’s belief of causal relationship.* A person
who claims benefits under the Act has the burden of establishing the essential elements of his or
her claim.”> Appellant must establish that she sustained an injury in the performance of duty and
that her disability resulted from such injury.® As part of this burden, appellant must present
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rationalized medical opinion evidence, based on a complete factual and medical background,
showing causal relationship.” Rationalized medical opinion evidence is medical evidence that
includes a physician’s rationalized opinion on the issue of whether there is a causal relationship
between the claimant’s diagnosed condition and the implicated employment factors. Such an
opinion of the physician must be based on a complete factual and medical background of the
claimant, must be one of reasonable medical certainty and must be supported by medical
rationale explaining the nature of the relationship between the diagnosed condition and the
specific employment factors identified by appellant.® The mere manifestation of a condition
during a period of employment does not raise an inference of causal relationship between the
condition and the employment.® Neither the fact that the condition became apparent during a
period of employment nor appellant’s belief that the employment caused or aggravated his or her
condition is sufficient to establish causal relationship.*

In the present case, athough Dr. Diederich stated that on May 1, 1998 appellant
complained of right wrist numbness, that a Phalen’s test was performed and that she had a
positive Tinel’s sign, he did not identify or discuss causation, nor did he relate her clinical
presentation to any particular factors of her federal employment. Dr. Diederich merely gave an
unrationalized diagnosis of carpal tunnel syndrome. The weight of his medical opinion,
therefore, is of significantly reduced probative value.

The weight of medical evidence is determined by its reliability, its probative value, its
convincing quality, the care of analysis manifested and the medical rationale expressed in
support of the physician’s opinion. Given these factors, and considering the absence of
analysis and rationale in Dr. Diederich’s report, the Board finds that the Office properly
determined that Dr. Diederich’s report failed to establish that appellant developed right carpal
tunnel syndrome in the performance of duty, causaly related to factors of her federal
employment.
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Accordingly, the decisions of the Office of Workers Compensation Programs dated
January 13, 1999 and August 14, 1998 are hereby affirmed.
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May 26, 2000
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