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INTRODUCTION

Various factors affect the size of the disability programs. One factor is population growth. 
As the size of the population increases, other things remaining the same, one would 
expect that the size of the disability programs would increase proportionately, although 
it is rare for all other factors to stay the same. Another factor is change in the eligible 
population, which can be the result of changes in program eligibility criteria (for example, 
increases in the full retirement age result in disabled workers staying in the Disability 
Insurance program longer) or changes in the population vis-à-vis eligibility (for example, 
a greater proportion of workers being insured for disability). A fi nal factor that infl uences 
program size is the incidence and prevalence of disability in the population. 1 

A number of factors infl uence incidence and prevalence rates of disability in the 
general population. One is the general health of the population and the incidence rates 
for disease and disabling impairments. Another is the social environment that leads a 
person with an impairment to be disabled. Contributing factors may include economic 
conditions, social mores, environmental factors, and fi nancial incentives such as benefi ts. 
Demographic trends (such as the aging of the baby boomers) also play a role. However, 
the incidence rate is not simply a function of the factors discussed above but is also 
affected by the standards and methods that the Social Security Administration applies in 
determining medical eligibility. As the decision process becomes more or less stringent, 
the number of persons entering the disability programs changes. Similarly, perceived 
changes in the standards that SSA applies to medical decisions may infl uence the deci-
sion to apply for disability benefi ts.

1.  Incidence is a fl ow concept, indicating the number of persons entering a state, such as the number who 
become impaired or the number of new entrants to a disability program. Prevalence is a stock concept, indicat-
ing the cumulative number in a state, in this case the number of persons with impairments (new and existing) or 
the number of persons on the disability rolls (new entrants and existing disabled benefi ciaries).



P
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

 F
ac

to
rs

 In
fl 

u
en

ci
n

g
 P

ro
g

ra
m

 S
iz

e

66 ♦ Trends in the Social Security and SSI Disability Programs

Between 1970 and 2000, the population of the United States aged 15–64 increased by nearly 50 percent. This 
increase made a major contribution to growth in the disability programs.

Chart 44.  Population of the United States aged 15–64, 1970–2000

SOURCE:  U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census.

The working-age population of the United States (ages 
15–64) grew 49 percent between 1970 and 2000, from 
125 million to 186 million. Over that same period, the 
number of disabled-worker benefi ciaries increased 
nearly 240 percent, from 1.5 million to more than 
5 million. The Supplemental Security Income program 
did not exist until 1974, but the population of blind and 
disabled adult SSI recipients aged 18–64 increased 

150 percent, from 1.5 million in 1974 to 3.7 million in 
2000. Many things have changed that alter the direct 
relationship between the size of the population and 
the size of the disability rolls: the change in the age 
distribution due to the baby boomers, the health of 
the population, improvements in medical treatments, 
economic circumstances, and changes in disability 
policy, to name a few.
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Trends in the Social Security and SSI Disability Programs ♦ 67

Number of Workers Insured for Disability

The number of workers insured in the event of disability increased by 95 percent from 1970 to 2003, nearly twice 
the rate of population growth. The number insured for disability is increasing more rapidly for women than for men, 
refl ecting the emergence of the two-earner household and increased participation in the labor force by women.

Chart 45.  Number of workers insured for disability, by sex, December 1970–2003

SOURCE:  Annual Statistical Supplement to the Social Security Bulletin, 2004, Table 4.C2.

Although the growth of the population plays a role in the 
size of SSA’s disability programs, potential participants 
in the Disability Insurance program must be insured in 
the event of disability. The number of persons insured 
has increased steadily from 1970 to 2003, rising by 95 
percent—nearly double the 49 percent growth in the 
population. This growth indicates that the DI program 
is likely to grow faster than the population, because 
workers are being insured for disability at proportion-
ately higher rates.

The number of women insured in the event of 
disability has increased by 176 percent during the 
period, compared with 55 percent (about the rate of 
population growth) for men. The larger increase in the 
number of women insured for disability can be attrib-
uted to the emergence of the two-earner household 
and stronger labor force attachment for women than in 
the past.
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68 ♦ Trends in the Social Security and SSI Disability Programs

Chart 46.  Prevalence of self-reported work disability for persons aged 16–64,
1981–2003

Prevalence of Work Disability
After increasing from 9 percent of the population in 1981 to 10 percent in 1993, the percentage of the working-age 
population (16–64) reporting a work disability has been fairly stable at around 10 percent from 1993 until 2003, 
declining slightly after 1997. However, the percentage of the working-age population reporting a severe work 
disability has increased from less than 5 percent in 1981 to nearly 7 percent in 2003.

SOURCE:  Authors’ compilation of published statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population
Survey.

NOTES:  In the Current Population Survey (CPS), people are categorized as “work disabled” if they are receiv-
ing disability benefi ts (such as persons aged 0–64 who are on Medicare or Medicaid or who receive DI or SSI 
benefi ts) or if the person has a problem working (or is not working) because of illness or disability.

There was a minor change in the CPS defi nition of disability in 1996, but the trends in the series were well 
established before, and continued after, the change.

The Census Bureau did not publish CPS data on severity of disability for 1993.

Obtaining a good, consistent measure of the disabled 
population in the United States is diffi cult. Different 
surveys use different defi nitions of disability and, 
depending on the context of the questions, respondents 
formulate their answers differently. Even when surveys 
use the same defi nition of disability, the estimates can 
differ. Given those caveats, the Current Population 
Survey permits one to track work disability on an 
annual basis using comparable measures. According to 
the CPS data, work disability increased slightly during 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, before moderating 
some in the late 1990s.

Perhaps most striking is the continuing increase in 
the percentage reporting a severe work disability since 
1985 (from less than 5 percent of the population to 
nearly 7 percent), along with a corresponding drop in 
the percentage reporting a nonsevere work disability. 
The increase in severe work disability that occurred 
while the overall prevalence of work disability remained 
relatively constant suggests that persons are viewing 
their impairments as more disabling. This is signifi cant 
because persons with severe work disabilities are 
those most likely to seek benefi ts from SSA’s disability 
programs.
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Trends in the Social Security and SSI Disability Programs ♦ 69

Disabled-Worker Incidence Rates

Disabled-worker incidence rates varied considerably from 1970 to 2003. Incidence rates adjusted for age and sex 
closely track gross incidence rates, indicating that trends in the incidence of disability cannot be accounted for by 
the aging of the population or the greater presence of women in the workforce.

Chart 47.  Gross and age-sex adjusted incidence rates for disabled workers,
1970–2003

SOURCE:  2005 Annual Report of the Board of Trustees of the Federal Old-Age and Survivors Insurance and 
Disability Insurance Trust Funds, Figure V.C3.

NOTE:  The disabled-worker incidence rate is the number of awards of DI worker benefi ts per 1,000 exposed 
(workers insured for disability but not receiving disability benefi ts).

a. The adjustment uses the population distribution of 2000 as its base. A description of the method used to 
adjust for age and sex can be found in the 2005 Trustees Report, p. 114.

The gross and age-sex adjusted incidence rates 
measuring the rate of entry into the DI worker program 
from the disability-insured population show consider-
able variation between 1970 and 2003. There is also a 
signifi cant trend in the age distribution of the popula-
tion: the population bulge of baby boomers (persons 
born between 1946 and 1964 and aged 39–59 in 2005) 
is reaching the age at which the rate of disabilities 
increases. To the extent that sex and age play a role in 
disability, gross incidence rates may lead to incorrect 
conclusions about the actual incidence of disabling 
conditions. For that reason, incidence rates adjusted for 
age and sex provide a better indication of the trend in 
disability.

Incidence rates adjusted for age and sex closely 
track gross incidence rates for the 1970–2003 period. 
Although the gross incidence rate sometimes exceeds 
the adjusted rate, and vice versa, the similar patterns 
of the two trends over time indicate that trends in the 
incidence of disability cannot be accounted for solely 
by the aging of the population and increasing presence 
of women in the workforce. Instead, the greater impact 
on incidence rates appears to come from other factors 
including, among other things, program administration 
and the economy.
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70 ♦ Trends in the Social Security and SSI Disability Programs

Chart 48.  Entry rate of SSI blind and disabled, by age group, 1980–2003

SSI Blind and Disabled Incidence Rates

The rate of entry of blind and disabled SSI recipients, regardless of age, increased in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, showing that population growth and a changing age distribution cannot explain all of the growth of the SSI 
program.

SOURCE:  2004 Annual Report of the Supplemental Security Income Program, Tables IV.A1 and IV.B2.

NOTE:  The incidence rate is the number of blind and disabled SSI entrants per 1,000 in population. The refer-
ence population is the “Selected Social Security Area Population” of the appropriate age group and includes the 
population of the United States and several additional areas. See the glossary for a complete defi nition.

The change in incidence for the SSI disability program 
was examined by comparing blind and disabled SSI 
entrants per 1,000 persons in the population in various 
age groups. As expected, incidence rates of SSI 
disability vary over time. In contrast, incidence rates 
within each of the age groups tend to follow the same 
pattern over time. That pattern is similar to the one 

found for the DI program, with declines in the early 
1980s, followed by increases in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s. The pattern clearly shows that factors 
other than population growth and a changing age 
distribution are affecting the growth of the SSI disability 
program.
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