
First Findings of the 1972 Survey of the 
Disabled: General Characteristics 

SLIGHTLY MORE THAN 1 m 7 persons m the 
w&an nonmstutlonahzed population aged 20-64 
considered themselves chsnbled m 1972 because 
of a chrome health conchhon or nnpwment 
Approanately 77 milhon of these adults v,ere 
severely chsabled An addltlonal3 5 nulhon adults 
were unable to engage m their usual occupahon, 
a,nd 4 4 mdhon were otherwwa hrmted 111 the 
nature or amount of nork that they could per- 
form The figures m the adjarnng column from 
the Social Security Admmlstratlon 1972 survey 
of chsnbled persons shoa ho\5 many of the men 
and women fall m each of the &s&&y categorras 

The 1972 survey collected & wde range of m- 
form&on on the economx, medxal, and soaal 
cwcumstances and consequences of work-hnutmg 
&s&My-mcludmg avadable economic resources, 
rehance on mcome-mamtenance programs, use of 
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medxal care and rehsbdltatlon ser~wa, famdy 
relatlonslnps, work ad&ments, and specified 
lmntntlons m functional capnclty Thu art& 
presents the first findmgs from the survey, mclud- 
mg data on demograpluc, soaal, and health char- 
acter&w of the nonmstitutlonahzed population 
m relation to &s&&y status and scveI‘lty The 
survey methods, sample design, and estunates of 
samplmg vnrxdxhty nre described m the techmcal 
note, pages 3337 

Tins IS t,he second mayor national survey of 
the &sabled conducted by the Socud Security 
Admmistrat~on The first was the 1966 Survey of 
Disabled Adults, data from whxh ~11 be Included 
m tlus report where comparisons are relevant ’ 

The samples of the disabled and the nomhsabled 
civlhan population for the 19’72 survey were 
selected separately from households m the 1970 
Decenmal Census 5-percent sample (wluch con- 
tuned questlone on work-related health con- 
dltlons) Both samples were selected by &i-e& 
probablhty ssmphng methods to represent the 
nonlnstltut,lonnllzed cwhan population aged 
18-64 as of Aprd 1970 The sample of mtervwwed 
persons m 1972 conwted of 8,633 persons who 
considered themselves as dxabled and 9,364 who 
sad they were nondwbled Included among the 
nondlsabled were 1,745 persons who had been 

‘For full presentation of the 1960 8umey data, me 
Reports Nos l-22 from the Social Security Survey of 
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dwbled prevmusly but were recovered at the 
time of t,he mtervlew , the data for that category 
~11 be analyzed separately m another report 
Smce the sample of persons selected m 1970 was 
2 years older m 1972, persons aged 65-66 m 1972 
(about 1,200) were excluded from the analysts m 
order to lmut the populatmn to those of workmg 
age who were age-ehglble for chsalxhty msurance 
benefits under the socuxl security program 

Survey Deftmtmn of Dmbillty 

For the purposes of the chsab&y msur&nce 
(DI) program, dlsnblhty 1s defined m the Social 
Security Act as the mab&y to engage m any 
substantial gamful actwlty by reason of any 
mechcally determmable physlcal or mental lm- 
parment that ca.n be expected to result m death 
or has lasted cw can be expected to last for a 
contmuous permd of not less than 12 months For 
purposes of the survey, chsablhty was defined as 
a hnutatmn m the kmd or amount of work (or 
housework) resultmg from ri chrome health con- 
chtmn or unparment lttstmg 3 months or longer 
On the bases of the nature and extent of the 
resulhng work hrmtatmn, dlsablhty w&s further 
class&d mto three cat,egorles of seventy (1) 
severely duahled-unable to work altogether or 
unable to work regularly, (2) occ~patzonally dis- 
aZded-able to work regularly but unable to do 
the same work as before the onset of dxablhty 
or unable to work full tune, (3) mth secondary 
work Zznzztatzons--able to work full time, regu 
larly, and at the same work, but with hnntatmns 
m the kmd or amount of work that can be per- 
formed Women who have hnntatmns m keepmg 
house but not wrth respect to pad work are con- 
sldered as havmg secondary nork lmutatmns 

It should be noted that the existence of dw 
ablhty and Its sever&y was categorized on the 
basis of the survey respondent’s self-assessed 
capacity for work as reported m a set of work- 
quabficntmn questmns It would be possible 
therefore for t\xo mdwiduals with the same em- 
parment to fall mto chfferent &snblhty cate- 
gorles An mdwdual who changed jobs even 
long ago as a result of some mad& condltmn 
would, for example, be clawfied as occupatmnally 
disabled, a fellow worker with the same ~mpam- 
merit who had always worked at the sane Job and 

knows he could not do any other work would be 
classified as secondarily chsabled It should also 
be noted that the survey defimtmn of dlsablhty 
1s more mcluswe than that used for cash duablhty 
benefits under the social security program The 
%everely chsabled” group m the survey might be 
conadered to be roughly qmvalent to the group 
covered under the DI program 

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS 

Age and Sex 

Somewhat more women than men consldered 
themselves dmabled m 1972-15 2 percent and 
140 percent, respectwely A greater proportmn 
of women (8 5 percent) than men (5 9 percent) 
also class&ad themselves as severely disabled 
(table 1) Thxs fmdmg 1s snmlar to one reported 
m the 1966 survey of the dwbled m the popula- 
tmn rind may be explained by sex chfferences m 
health, perceptmn of dlsalxhty, work m&v&on, 
and the need for and ava&&hty of work.z 

Age 1s clearly an nnportant varmble m ~xplam- 
mg the prevalence of dlsablhty as well as Its 
severity Table 1 shons that the prop&Ion of 
people who consIdered themselves disabled rose 
sharply with mcreasmg age Thus about 7 per- 
cent of those under age 45 reported that they 
were dxabled, compared wth 19 percent of those 
aged 45-54 and 29 percent of those aged 55-64 

Snrularly, the relatwe number of severely dls- 
abled mcreased sharply with age From the group 
aged 20-34 to the group aged 3544, the propor- 
tmn of dwbled who had a severe dlsablhty mere 
than doubled, at ages 45-54 the proportmn was 
four trnes that of the youngest group and at 
ages 55-64 the proportmn w&s about mne txnes 
as great Although the proportmn who had an 
occupatmnal chsalxhty or secondary work hmlta- 
tmns generally became greater with age, the m- 
crease was not steep and not all chfferencw were 
statlstlcally s1gn1ficsnt 

The data on age d&nbutlon m table 2 show 
that the duabled mere older than the nondmabled, 
and the median age mcreased with the severity 
of dlsab&y The severely dmabled were, on the 
average, 15 years older than the nondxabled, and 

‘See Lawrence D Ilaber, “Disability, Work and In- 
come Mamtenance,” 1906 Surrey of Disabled Adults, 
Ofice of Research and Statistics, Report No 2, May 1968 
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TABLE 1 -Selected demogntphw charactenstm Number and percentsge dmtnbutm, of nonn,st,tut,mabaed populat,,,,, aged 
20-64, by dmbdlty status, mmmer 1972 
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persons with secondary work lmntatlons were 6 
years older Half the severely disabled were 
aged 55-64 

The age dlstrlbutmns for dmbled men and 
\lomen are generally snml<w The greater fre- 
quency of dlsnblhty among men m the 60-64 age 
group, however, meant a higher modlan age of 
55 for all severely disabled men and 52 for women 
No clear-cut differences between the sexes were 
evident m the proportlons for the two groups 
less severely dwabled These findings are snnilar 
to those of the 1966 survey 8 
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The moreases m the prevalence and severity of 
dlsablhty with r~smg ages have been noted m 
other surveys of the disabled, mcludmg the earher 
Soul Security Adnumstratmn surveys It IS 
hkely that the patterns described above reflect 
the relatlonshlp between mcreasmg age and the 
occurrence of chrome diseases These patterns 
probably also reflect the decreased hkehhood of 
obtammg or returnmg to work as age mcreases 

Some of the relatlonshlps between age and dls- 
ablhty may, however, reflect the work-related 
dofimtlon of dlsablhty. Regardless of health, 
many people begm to work less m them late 
fifties and early six&s as a mode of preparation 
for “retirement ” Several recent studies have 



shown that early retranent IS a result of both TABLE 2 -Selected demographic oharactenstm Percentage 

health and finsncml conslderatlons that are highly dwtnbutmn of nonmhtutmnahed populatmn aged 20-64, by 

mteractwe The ava~lab~hty of socml security 
dmbhty status and sex. summer IQ73 

benefits reinforces the effects of 111 health m en- 
couragmg retirement ’ 

The data for the 1972 and 1966 surveys are not 
drectly comparable because the 1972 sample WV&S 
a,ged 20-64 and that for the 1966 study w&s aged 
18-64, but the disabled are ehghtly younger m 
1972 The biggest d&race 1s found for men 
with secondary work Imutations who had a 
median age of 43 m 1972 compared with age 47 
mthe1966 survey 

Black persons were about one and one-half 
tunes more hkely to be disabled than whites 
Thus, 21 percent of the blacks and 14 percent of 
the whites reported that they were disabled to 
some degree m 1972 (table 1) Furthermore, 
blacks were twice as hkelg to be severely disabled 
Twelve percent of the blacks, compared with 7 
percent of the whites, were clssslfied m that 
category 

Although only 11 percent of the United States 
populahon aged 20-64 were members of races 
other than white, 14 percent of disabled persons 
mere other than white (table 2) Nearly 16 per- 
cent of the severely disabled were black Of the 
total population of 106 mdhon, 13 mdhon were 
disabled whites and 2 nullion disabled blacks 
Smce the occurrence of dlsablllty has long been 
assocmted with poverty and the low-income un- 
skllled occupations, the hlgher percentage of dls- 
abled who are black nught be antlclpated The 
racml difference m the prevalence of dlsablhty 
may lessen m the future as the blacks move more 
readily mto white-collar and managerml Jobs. 

The black disabled are a younger group 
Although the largest numbers of severely d,sabled 
for both Rachel groups were m the oldest age 
group (55-64), the difference between propor- 
tions was not quite slgmficant For the occupa- 
tlonally disabled and those with secondary work 
lmutatlons, the difference was more marked, with 
32 percent of the white occupationally disabled m 

I- 



TABLE 2 -Selected demographic characterratm Percentage 
dmtnbutmn of nomnat,tutmnahzed populatmn aged 20-64, by 
dmablhty status and sex, mummer 197~Cantznued 

TABLE 2 -Selected demographx charactenstm Percentage 
dmtnbutmn of nonmst~tutmnabeed populatm aged 20-64, by 
dmbdlty status and sex, ~“mmer 1972-Contznued 
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_- the aged 55-64 group and 19 percent of the 
blacks and mth 23 percent of white persons with 
secondary work lmutstmns m the older group 
and mth only 9 percent of blacks More than 
half the blacks w,th secondary work lnmtatmns 
were under age 35 

22 



These figures support the general hypothesis 
that dmblhty as a socml phenomenon 1s asso- 
mated with poverty, race, and age and that It 
therefore relates to other factors such as educs- 
tional level and geographmal lo&Ion The factors 
of unemployment and underemployment are, per- 
haps, even more highly assocmted with dlsablhty. 
There 1s evidence, also, of a relatIonshIp between 
unemployment and an mcrease m applmatlons for 
cash dlsablbty benefits under the soml security 
program 6 

Marital Status 

In general, the dlsabled were not as hkely to 
be marned as the nondmbled population (71 
percent and 79 percent, respectwely) The severely 
dmabled were even less hkely to be marned, as 
they were older and more hkely to be wldowed 
or divorced or separated Two-thuds of them 
mere marned, compared with about four-fifths 
of the nondmbled (table 3) In comparing men 
and women by age, the sex difference was found 
to be sumlar to those m the general pop&&on 

It can be seen that m regard to marnage, dm 
ablhty had more effect on men than on women 
An exammatlon of persons who had been marned 
at my tune shows, for example, that young (under 
age 35) nondisabled women were more hkely to 
have marned than young nondmbled men (79 
percent and 73 percent, respectmely) , but among 
the disabled the proportlons are 74 percent for 
women and 64 percent for men The difference 
holds true for the group aged 3544 but ceases 
to exist for the older group Thm d&arence does 
not appear for the older group, undoubtedly be- 
c&use most older persons became disabled after 
mtlrrmge The socml requmments for marned 
men to be wage-earners are most likely to account 
for the difference between the sexes m marrymg 

An mterestmg fact about the dmbled concerns 
the high proportion who were dmorced or sepa- 
rated m all age groups except those aged 3544 
Almost 11 percent of the dmbled fell m thm 
category, compared with 6 percent of the non- 
disabled The proportlons were about the sane 
for the severely and occupationally dlsabled, as 

well as for those with secondary work lmitatlons 
Dlsablhty may cause &rams m marriage that 

result m dmorce The dmblhty of one’s spouse 
rosy also be a strong factor m the Ilk&hood of 
wdowhood, perhaps m some way not yet under- 
stood The study shows that the disabled person’s 
spouse 1s more hkely to have died than the spouse 
of the nondmbled mdmdual When the dmbled 
and nondisabled n’ere compared m two combmed 
age cirtegones (under 44 and 45-64), m both 
groups, the disabled had a higher proportion who 
were mdowed 

Educatmn 

Lack of education IS assocmted with dmblhty 
A low level of educational attamment constitutes 
an unportant part of the lower soc~oecononnc 
status of the dmbled, which mcludes greater 
poverty and more unemployment and under- 
employment than 1s present among the non- 
dmbled 

The dmbled, especmlly the severely dmbled, 
were less educated than the nondmbled popula- 
tlon (table 2) More than two-fifths of the former 
had 8 or fewer years of education but only one- 
aghth of the latter Less than one-tenth of the 
severely dmbled had some college education but 
only three-tenths of the nondmbled 

In part, these differences may be explamed by 
age dZerences As this survey found, the dmbled 
were older than the nondmbled and older adults 
tend to have less education than younger adults 
Another anslys~s, wth controls for age, found 
that mcreased education was assocmted with 
lower levels of dmbdlty and that differences m 
educahonsl attamment were a major factor m 
explammg ram1 dlstrlbutlon among the disabled a 

As the tabulation that follows shows, among 
those aged 60-64 nhose dmblhty began m the 
4 years before the survey, Q percent of the severely 
dmbled had gone t,o college, compared mlth 25 
percent of the occupntlonnlly disabled and 33 
percent of those nlth secondary work lumtatlons 
Health status uould have ha,d little or no direct 
effect on educatlonnl attamment for thm oldest 
group of the dlsabled, yet a relntxonshlp 1s nppar- 



ent that IS wdently part of a total employment- 
education-dlsablhty correlation 

The nature of the major dmblmg condltmn 
may also explam educational d&mnces Mental 
and nervous system dmrders, nhlcb affect&d one- 
tenth of the dlsobled (table 4)) are. likely to have 
onsets m chIldhood that result m mtellectual 
mpamnent and mmmal schoolmg Musculo- 
skeletal disorders, which nccount,ed for more than 
one-thmd of the dmbled, may also cause problems 
m phymal ablhty to attend school 

A 1968 law requms schools and colleges to 
budd and remodel them fnclhtles to faclht,ate 
access for the dmabled-by addmg ramps, curb- 
cuts, mder doorways, etc ” For this reason, It 1s 
mterestmg to compare 1966 and 1972 data with 
respect to educatmnal levels Bwause of the 
presence of 18- and 19-year-olds m the 1966 SUP 
my, high school graduation figures from the 1966 
and 1972 samples are not comparable A compan- 
son of the college attendance among the disabled 
wlt,h onsets m chlldhood, honever, showed an 
mcrease from 17 percent m 1966 to 21 percent m 
1972 How much, If any, of the educntlonal III- 
creases result from physmd environmental m- 
provements nnd ho\\ much from other programs, 
such as government aid to dmabled veterans or 
equal opportumty support, cannot be determmed 
from the survey data 

Regional Ddferencer 

The proportmns of persons reporting that they 
were disabled vaned substantially mth gee 
graphic arens of rewdence Thmty-one percent of 
the total US population resided m the South, 

but 37 percent of the dmbled hved there (table 
2) Of the severely dmbled, 40 percent 11ve.d m 
the South In contrast, the Northeast contamed 
24 percent of the total populntlon and 20 percent 
of the dmbled Regional dlstnbutlons showed 
men lmng m the South to be overrepresented 

TABLE 3 -MantaI ststus and age Percentage dmtnhutm of 
nonmst,tutmu.hzed populatmn aged 20-64, by dmbhty 
status and sex, summer 1972 
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TABLE 3 -Mar,tsl status and age Percentage dmtrlbutmn of 
non,nst,tutmmlmd popuhtmn aged 20-64, by dmebhty 
status md mx, summer 1972-Conlznued 

TABLE 3 -Manta1 status and age Percentage dmtnbutmn of 
non,nst,tut,onaheed populatm aged 20-64, by dmbhty 
status and mx, summer 1972-Con&wed 
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among the disabled, especmlly the severely dw 
abled Agam, mteractlon between soc~oeconom~ 
factors and geographic dlstnbutlon was hkely, 
as the South has the lowest per capita mcome and 
a higher proportlon of blacks 

The geographic dlstnbutlon of the occupn- 
tlonally disabled and those with secondary work 
hmltatlons was sm~&u to that of the severely 

disabled except that the disabled with secondary 
nork lmutat,ons tended to be located m the North 



Central re~mn n’o differences between men and 
women m these two groups of less severely dls- 

l abled adults were apparent 
The representation of Southerners among the 

disabled had dropped shghtly ~mce 1966 In 1966, 
46 percent of the severely d,sabled men hved m 
the Sout,h, compared ulth 30 percent of the total 
male populatmn The comparable proportlons 
for Southern men m 1972 were 42 percent of the 
severely chsabled and 31 percent of the total 
populst~on . 

SW of Commumty 

A lugher proportion of cbsabled persons (21 
percent) than of nonchsabled persons (16 per- 
cent) hved m rural areas For both these groups, 
about the same proportmn (two-fifths) hved m 
towns and small mtws, and one-thrd hved m 
atIes and thar suburbs Among the severely d,s- 
abled, a lugher proportmn of men than of women 
hved m urban areas of less than 100,000 popula- 
tmn, and more women than men hved m c,ty 
areas where the populahon was 100,000 or more 

The &str,butmn of the chsabled m 1972 by 
sxe of commumty w&s sumlar to thnt of the 
cbsabled m 1966 The chstrlbutmn by seventy of 
dlsablhty, however, shoxed an mcrease of nearly 
SIX percentage pants m the prop&Ion of the 
occupatwnally disabled located m big atIes and 
a declme of more than 10 percentage pomts m 
the proportmn of the occupntmnally chsabled m 
rural areas 

Veteran status 

More than two-fifths of the dlsnbled men were 
veterans, compared m,th about half the non- 
chsabled The largest group of chsabled veterans 
(3 m 10) served m World War II (table 2)- 
a reflectmn of the relatmnsh~p, prev,ously dw- 
cussed, betaeen age and &sab&ty 

Among men, 12 percent of the veterans and 16 
percent of the nonveternns l\ere dlsnbled The 
lower prevalence of chsnb~llty among veterans 
IS probably due t,o the preselectmn of a healthy 
population, combmed with a relatwely low rate 
of war nqunes during the precedmg 17 years 
(1955-72) Horn much veternn &sab,hty IS war- 
related 1s not known, however The effect of 
age upon &snb,hty 1s probably much greater than 
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the effect of mar The relutw,ly high proportlon 
of World War II veterans who were duabled 
(19 percent) largely reflects the fact that they 
mere the oldest men m the veteran sample In 
comparing the World War II veterans wvlth all 
men aged 45-49 (the npproxnnate 1972 age range 
of the veterans), no chfferences are found m the 
proportmn disabled or the proportlon severely 
disabled 

TABLE 4 -Dmb,hty charactermtms Percentage dmtnbutmn 
of nonmst~tutmnabzed populatmn aged 20-64, by mwentY of 
dmabd,ty and 8ex. .wmmer 1972 



T.,s,x 4 -D,sab,Lty charactenstm Percentage dmtnbutmn 
of non,nsthtmnah.ed populatm aged 20-64, by sevmty of 
d,aabhty and RX, mummer 1972-Conhnued 

TABLE 4 -D,sabdlty charaotermttes Percenta e dmtnbuhon 
of nonmst,tutmnahzed populatm aged 2044, % 
d,sabd,ty end sex, summer 1972-Contznwd 
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T.,B,,E 4 -D,sabdty charaekrwtxs Percentage dmtnbutmn 
of nonmst,tutmnabzed populatm aged 20-64, by seventy of 
d,sab,bty and sex, summer 1972-Contznued 

MEDICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Major Dlsablmg Condltmn 

Each rhsilbled person surveyed was shown a 
hst of 39 conchtmns and asked If any of these 
condltlons or 8ny other condltlon not shown w&e 
the mam reason for any work Inmtahons The 

reader must keep m mmd, therefore, that the 
followmg dwxssmn of chssbhng comhtlons com- 
pletely ignores other conchtlons exmtmg at the 
stlme tune that, may have contributed to the 
mchwdual’s &snb&y Such data were not col- 
lected m thk survey 

Among both chsabled men and women, musculo- 
skeletal chsorders were the most frequently named 
chsabhng con&on, occurrmg m about 36 per- 
rent of Lthe chsabled Twenty-one percent named 
carchovascular problems as the major cause of 
thex chsalnhty Respmatory, mental, and dlges- 
twe &orders occurred much less frequently, 
tog&her accountmg for 22 percent of speafied 
condltlons No slgmficant chfferences between men 
and women were apparent m the proportions 
reportmg the above conchtlons Among the 
severely dunbled, mental disorders ranked third 
m frequency for both men and uomen, wth 11 
percent reportmg them Twenty-rime percent of 
severely chsabled men had oardmvascular conch- 
tlons, compared alth 22 percent of the \lomen 

Among the occupatmnally dlsnbled, men were 
far more hkely to report musculoskeletal dw 
orders than mere women-51 percent compared 
wth 36 percent Cardiovascular disorders, with 
a 20-percent frequency, occurred m about the 
same proportion for both eexes For men, the 
next most frequent were respmatory and rhgestwe 
chsorders, wth Q percent and 7 percent, respec- 
twely In tlnrd place for women, however, wei-e 
mental &orders (8 percent), a con&on that 
accounted for less than 1 percent of the men 

Thirty-rune percent of the disabled with sec- 
ondary nork hmtatlons reported musculoskeletal 
&orders, cardiovascular and respwatory &s- 
orders were reported by 15 percent and 13 percent, 
respectwely Men and women chd not &ffer m 
the frequenaes reportmg any con&Ion 

Age at Onset 

The medlnn age nt onset of cbsalxhty among 
all persons surveyed m 1972 was 41 For the 
severely rhsnbled, It was age 4’7 for men and 44 
for women The greatest proportlon of men 
recognued the be6mnmg of thar dlssblhty, how- 
ever, between the ages 55 and 64 For women in 
tlus dlsabdlty category, d&xhty began most 
frequently at ages 3544 



The mechan age at onset among occupatmnally 
chsabled men was 39, for women It was 40 Those 
wth secondary hrmtatmns reported onsets at 
much younger age&l for men and 35 for 
women, nearly half were youngsr than age 34 
(compared with 36 percent of the occupehonally 
disabled and 26 percent of the severely dnabled) 
It should be kept m mmd that age affects the 
&sa!.&ty category by Its unpact cm obttlmmg 
employment Of two persons with smular ill- 
nssses and funchonal chfficulhes, for example, the 
older person would be more hkely to be classified 
as severely duabled because his ags or combma- 
tmn of age and chsabdity may have prevented 
hnn from getting alternahve employment 

Despite the large concentratmn of mentally 
retarded among those x&h onsets m clnldhood 
(under age 18), most adults (55 percent) m that 
category reported being only secondarily hnnted, 
as the figures that follow mchcate 

This IS lust one example of the complex rela- 
tmnslups among age, chsabdlty, and unemploy- 
ment, which find greater proportions of the 
severely rhsabled with mcreasmg age Adchtmnal 
data on onset by age group showed few d&r- 
ewes between men and women Among the 
severely chsabled, however, a hqher proportmn 
of men (29 percent) than of women (17 percent) 
reported onsets at age 55-64 That IS, men were 
more likely to experience onset lust before retxe- 
ment age, but onset m women was more evenly 
spread throughout all the age groups Among 
those with secondary work hmltatlons, only one 
difference IS notable Men were far more hkely 
than women to have experienced onset of their 
illness dunng chddhood-22 percent compared 
with only 8 percent 

The proportmn of chsabled persons with mus- 

culoskelctal conchtmns had Increased smce 1966. 
36 percent of those surveyed m 1972 reported 
these conchtmns, compared wth 31 percent m 
the 1966 survey Changes for the severely and 
the less severely disabled were m the same chrec- 
tmn and were sumlar m sxze Carchovasoular 
mayor comhtmns showed a dechne from 25 per- 
cent m 1966 to 21 percent m 1972 No change 
was shomn among the severely dwbled with 
cardmvascular conditmns but the less severely 
chsabled who specified these types of problems as 
the major chsalxhty dropped from 24 percent m 
1966 to 17 percent m 1972 

For more than one-tlurd of the chsabled of both 
sexes, the dlsabdity had lasted between 2 and 4 
years, for nearly half, the duratmn was 5 years 
or more &&en percent of the &sabled reported 
that onset occurred more than 15 years ago Only 
mmor chfferences m duratmn were seen between 
seventy groups and between men and wmnsn 

Functmnal Limitations 

A&z&y Zzmitatzolzs -The data m table 4 show 
that lnmtntums III actlvltles such as anlkmg, 
usmg staxs, standmg, stoopmg, and hftmg 
weights were wldespread among the chsabled 
About four-fifths of the disabled had hnutatmns 
m one OP more of these actwltles 

Fun&anal hmltatmns appeared to be closely 
related to degree of chsabdity The severely &s- 
abled were more hkely to report a greater num- 
ber of hnut,atmns m physical actwltms than were 
the less chsabled, 9 m 10 of the former reported 
at least one activity hmitatmn, compared with 
almost 8 m 10 of the occupatmnally disabled and 
6 m 10 of those secondarily chsabled More than 
half of the severely disabled reported five or 
more lnmtatmns as contrasted to one-fourth of 
the occupatmnally chsnbled and one-qhth of 
t,hose wth secondary xork lumtatmns 

About three-fifths of the chsabled reported a 
lmntatmn m their abdlty to hft or carry weights 
heavier than 10 pounds Two other actwltws re- 
ported as chfficult or unpossible by about half 
the dwbled mere standmg for long periods and 
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stoopmg, crouchmg, or kneehng D&&y wth 
wnlkmg and with usmg staws or mchnes was 
reported by more than two-fifths of disabled 
respondents 

Mob&y lwmtataons -The severely chsabled 
were also more hkely to report a hmltatmn on 
their ablhty to go outside their home Twenty- 
one percent of them reported some lmntatmn, m 
this area, compared with only 3 percent of the 
occupatmnally dmabled and 2 percent of those 
with secondary work Iumtatmns Twelve percent 
of the severely disabled mere confined to the 
home, compared wth fewer than 1 percent of the 
two less severely cllsa,bled groups Men and momen 
showed almost no cllfferences m lmutatmns m 
physical actwties and molnhty 

Extent of functzonal lwn&tiolzs -Several ao- 
twty lumtatmns were comlxned m a scale rang- 
mg from no hmitations to severe Imutations 
Lmntatmns of mob&y and personal care were 
added to the scale to develop the ‘%ndox of func- 
tmnal hm~tatmns”B On the bws of this Index, 
about 30 percent of the cbsabled and 45 percent 
of the severely chsabled were classified as havmg 
a severe loss or bemg functmnally dependent 
The proportmn wth no loss of functmnal lumta- 
tmn ranged from 14 percent of the severely clw 
abled to 52 percent of those with secondary work 
hnltatlons 

FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS 

In the cllscussmn on demogi-apluc charnctens- 
hcs of the dxabled It was noted that the chsabled 
had married m the same proportmn and that 
they were more often dworced, separated, or 
widowed than nonchsabled persons (As the &s- 
abled are an older populatmn, It can be assumed 
that most of them married before onset of dls- 
ablhty No data we avadable, however, on mar- 
rlage dates of the respondents m the sample ) 
Being married 1s pnrtxulnrly Important to dls- 
abled persons because the presence of a spouse 
provides greater mcome and extra attentmn to 

personal care needs It also provides the socml 

8 For derhatlon of the functional lnuttatiun Index used 
here, see Lawrence D Hnber, “The Epidemiology of DIS- 
ability II The ~Vensurement of F”“ctlCmal CWWity 
Limltatms.” llegort N” 10, 1900 Social Securfty Survey 
of the lhsabled, OWce of Research and StatlstlcS, Social 
Security Administration. July 1970 

a0 

mteractmn that 1s often dlfllcult for the handl- 
capped person to get-&her because of hampered 
physical molxhty and psychological barriers or 
preludme on the part of others 

Famdy compositmn -Comparison of the da- 
abled unit nuclear fanuhesD with noncbsabled 
nuclear farmIles mdlc.ltes that the disabled, bemg 
older, are less likely to have mmm chddren-33 
percent of the dmnbled, compared wth 52 percent 
of the &ndlsabled (table 5) About one-fourth of 
the severely chsabled lived m nuclear famlhes and 
about two-fifths of the less severely disabled 

Eight percent of chsabled nomen and 1 pm-cent 
of the disabled men hved nlth ther mmor chd- 
dren but x~ithout a spouse For the occup.~tmnally 
disabled women, the proportmn IS even lugher, 
12 percent Approxnnat,ely 637,000 dmabled 
women are hwng without spouses but wth (and 
usually supportmg) mmor children 

Phywcal hanclxaps may mterfere mlth the 
alxhty to ‘care for or bear chddren Thus, one 
would expect the exstence of dlsabdity to nega- 
t&y affect t,he number of small children present 
m the home of a chsabled woman more than the 
number m the home of a man The difference was 
shght, however Eleven percent of the disabled 
women and 13 percent of the dlsnbled men had 
children under age 6 (compared wth 26 percent 
and 27 percent of nondlsabled), for severely dls- 
ablod women It was 6 percent, for severely dw 
abled men 8 percent In adcbtmn, fewer clnldren 
aged 6-11 nere m cbsnbled umts Teenagers were 
present m almost as great numbers m disabled as 
m nondisabled fannhes, however Most dlsablhty 
onset occurred after age 45, when fanuhw were 
completed, and therefore did not greatly affect 
the number of older cluldren 

Famdy size-As wth the nonchsabled, there 
~5 ere felr er large fxnilies (five or s1x persons) 
among the dxabled m 1972 than m 1966 The 
disabled both m 1966 and 1972, hoaever, hved 
wlthm smaller fzumhes than the nonchsabled In 
1972, 14 percent of the severely duabled hved 
alone (compared lath 7 percent of nond~snbled), 
and 36 percent of the severely cbsnbled hved m 
2-person umts (compared wth 23 percent of non- 
disabled) The modal (most frequent) Sme was 
trio persons for both cl~snbled and nonchsabled, 



TABLE 5 -Famdy oheraotermt,es Percentage dmtnbutmn of 
nomnst,tut,onahzed populatmn aged 20-64, by dlsabd~ty 
status and vex, summer 1972 

TABLE 5 -Famdy charactenstms Percentage duztnbutmn of 
nomnst,tutmnahzed papulatmn wed 20-64, by dwsbibty 
statue and vex. ~“mmer 197SConlznued - 
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TABLE 5 -Famly charaotenstm Percentage dmtnbutmn of 
nonlnstltutlanahsed populatmn aged 20-84, by dmabibty 
status and sex, mummer 1972-Conhnued 
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but nearly as many nondlssbled hvod m three- 
and four-person groups 

Life-Cycle Stage 

The traditIona progression of hfe cycles in 
Western cultures 1s from chdd to dependent young 
adult through “marned with no children,” “mar- 
ned with young chddren,” “marned mlth adult 
chddren,” and wldowhood Most dlssbled mdmld- 
uals progress through the same stages The dw 
&bled are older, bo\wer, and therefore less hkely 
to have mmor children and more likely to be 
widowed 

The most bkely bfe-cycle sltuatlon for both 
dlsnbled &nd nondlsnbled adults was that of 
marned head or spouse m a fsmdy wth mmor 
chddren Thirty-five percent of disabled men and 
31 percent of disabled women were m this sltua- 
tlon, compared with 53 percent and 50 percent 
among the nondIsabled Among the severely dw 
abled, 25 percent were at this hfe-cycle stage The 
dnabled, bang older, nere tnlce as likely ns the 
nondlsabled to be m the life-cycle stage “mnrrled 
head or spouse, older, no children,” or with “adult 
children only” The pattern has changed little 
smce 1966 

Contact With Relatives 

Although the data on hfe cycles and on mnrltal 
and parental experience mdxntod that most dls- 
abled persons lived within the nuclear fnmdy, 
1 11, 10 dlsnbled persons lwed ,done Among 
severely disabled older women, 22 percent lived 
d0lle 

Some disabled persons, even though marned, 
recewed support-emotlonnl and finsncu.l-from 
extended fan&es (relatwes) Data are provided 
m table 5 on the proportlon with relatwes outsIde 
the household Two percent of both the disabled 
and nondlsabled had no relatwes at all Most had 
brothers, sisters, or children Differences between 
the nondisabled and dlsablod were mmor m most 
cases, most can be accounted for by the older age 
of the dlssbled group 

i~ore rnportant 1s the question of whether dw 
abled persons have contact with relatwes Disabled 
persons mere no more likely to see relatwes than 



the nonduabled (about 80 percent m both groups) 
and, when they &d, were no more likely to get 
any household or financml aid from them Eight 
percent of the duabled had relatwes hvmg near 
them but had no contact with them, compared 
with 5 percent of the nonchsabled The severely 
cbsabled were somewhat more hkely to get house- 
hold or Cnanc~al aid from relatwes than were the 
occupatmnally or secondardy &sabled, and women 
were more hkely to get help then men Eight per- 
cent of the occupatmnally disabled men recewed 
help from relatives but as high as 20 percent of 
smnlarly chsabled women recewed help Most aid 
was household help rather than flnahclal support 
Of the disabled who were gwen help, only 18 
percent recewed financml support 

Aside from financml support and household 
help from relatwes, emotmnal support and soe~al 
mterachon are affected by chsalxhty The cbsabled 
were asked whether they saw them relatwes less 
(or more, or the same) after they became chsabled 
Two-tluds of both the men and the women rs- 
ported no change in vwts from relatwes Of those 
reportmg changes after onset of chsablhty, the 
proportmn of persons who said they saw them 
relatives loss often was twxe as large as the pro- 
porhon who said they saw them more often The 
onset of dwdxhty for these respondents, of 
course, may have been years before the survey 

The greatest drop m relahves’ vlwts had oc- 
curred among severely cbsabled men, nearly one- 
fourth of whom reported a dechne Because a 
large proporhon of occupatmnally chsabled and 
of those nlth secondary work hmltatmns chd not 
report data on vlslts, It 1s chfficult to compare 
thw situatmn with those of the severely disabled 
It appears, however, that the group that suffered 
the least social mithdrawal was women wth sec- 
ondary work Iumtatmns, only 5 percent of whom 
reported less contact after onset An overall find- 
mg IS that the severely cllsabled, mars than the 
less se~musly cbsabled, reported a greater change 
m both &rectums m the proportmn seemg 
relatives 

Whether onset of a chsabdlty lessens social con- 
tact because of psychological antipathy t,o Illness 
or fear of an adchtmnal finanelal burden can not 
be deternuned from the data Another hypothesis 
1s that decreased mob&y of the rhsabled hampers 
volts to relatwes It should be kept m mmd that 
the sub]ect’s answer to this questmn consists of 

percewed mcrease or decrease m v&s There IS 
a posubihty that the ,chsabled person after dw 
abdlty onset is mars sensitive to such defimta m 
ins hfe 

SOCIAL SECURIN BENEFICIARIES 

The chsalxhty benefit segment of the old-age, 
survwxs, and dualxhty msurnnce (OASDI) pro- 
gram was designed to help replace earnmgs loss 
for those unable to work In summer 1972, 1.7 
mdhon disabled adults recewed disabled-worker 
benefits Another 15 rrnlhon mdwduals recewed 
early (age 62-64) rehrement or dependents’ bene- 
fits under OASDI A substantuxl number of early 
retnwnent beneficmrw were &sabled also, but 
for va~‘mus reasons elected to chum retnwnent 
rather than rhsalxhty benefits 

Accordmg to the survey data, 18 percent of the 
7 7 nulhon persons who wars severely dwbled m 
the summer of 1972 were bemg paid rhsabled- 
worker benefits under the social security program 
(table 6). In ad&on, 7 percent were early-r&wee 
benefimanes, and 8 percent wers recewmg sur- 
Y~OP or dependents’ benefits 

One-tlurd of the severely cbsabled men and only 
9 percent of the women were recewmg benefits 
because of thew cbsalxhty Twce as many severely 
disabled men as women received benefits for early 
retirement, and t\lice as many severely chsabled 
women as men received benefits as dependents of 
chsabled, retired, or deceased workers Women 
benefic~arws were fewer than men because most 
of them were married to employed men and they 
were thus not dependent on them own mccnne 

As expected, fewer of the less severely cbsabled 
(occupntmnally chsabled and those mlth secondary 
work hnutatmns) recewed social secwlty bene- 
fits, and when they did, they recewed them as 
early retnxes or dependents The survey d&u- 
tmn of dlsalnhty provides a partial explanatmn 
for tins difference, ~mce these two groups were, 
very often able to work and were hnuted only m 
the amount or kmd of work they could do 

Technical Note 

In carrymg out its responsxlxhty for collectmg 
and analyzmg d&a on the disabled, the Socml 
Security Adnunlstratmn conducted a survey m 



TABLE 6 -0ASDI benefio,sry status Percentage d&nbut,on 
of nonmst,tut,onehzed populatmn aged 20-64, by d,ssb,lty 
status and sex, summer 1972 

md-1972, usmg the 5-percent sample from the 
1970 Decenmal Census to ldentlfy both disabled 
and nondlsabled adults The 1972 survey was 
deslgned prnnanly to update earher estunates of 
the extent and seventy of dlsablhty m the popula- 
tlon derwed from the earher general survey of 
the disabled conducted by the Socml Security 
Admumtratlon in 1966 

In addltlon, the survey examned factors asso- 
ciated with t,he development and duration of 
dlsnblhty by companng persons aho nere CUP- 
rently dmbled, previously dmbled, and nondw 
abled The study focused on adJustme& to dls- 
ablhty and examned economc, medmal, and 
socml consequences of dmbdlty for the disabled 
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person and his famly The survey prondes m- 
formation on 

--the severity and prevalence of disability by demo- 
graphm, axial, ecomxmc, and occupational ,char- 
actenstics , 

-factors affectmg coping mechanisms and the nature 
of adaptation to impairment and dlsabilitp--such 
88 work adjustments, rehabilitation. and dependency, 

-factors affeetNg ILpphcrLtlon for and receipt of 
wage-replacement ,,“d income-maintenance benetits 
from social ~ecw’ity and other public and private 
programs, 

Study Design 

The data were collected and processed by the 
Bureau of the Census Survey estmates are based 
on a sample of 18,000 mtervleaed persons selected 
from the 1970 5-percent Census sample Of these 
18,000 persons, 11,700 were selected as the dm- 
abled sample from all those persons who mdlcated 
they were disabled before October 1969 on the 
1970 Census questlonnane A mad screenmg m 
1971 of the remmmng persons resulted m two 
other sample groups5,lOO nondlsabled persons 
md 1,200 recent onset cases 

In addltlon, there were 2,850 nonmtervlews 
Thus the rate of LLgood responses” for the survey- 
based on 18,000 mtervlewed persons out of 20,850 
ebglble for mtervlew-1s 86 percent The number 
and reason for nomntermws were as follows 

xantntfr~ww fwl8012 Number 0, persons 
Total -...______.-.-..____--- 2,850 

Unable to eontact __._...______ 1,240 
Tempornrlly absent ..__________ 100 
Refused _---_-_________---_____ 620 
Moved outs,de 357 prhmuy 

aamp1tllng units _______ --___ 650 
msce11nneoos _--- .____________ 240 

In general, the sample was a stratified multu 
stage cluster design comprised of 357 samphng 
areas that mcluded every county and some m- 
dependent cltles m the Umted States The dls- 
abled persons vere selected from all 357 strata; 
the nondmbled and recently dmbled groups wwe 
chosen from a special subset of 105 strata The 
sample was designed to represent the nomnstltu- 
tlonabzed cmban population of the Umted States 
aged 18-64 as of April 1970 



Match With Social Security Records 

To enhance the usefulness of survey data m 
analyses focused on program issues, the mforma- 
tmn obtamed by mternews was combmed wth 
selected data avadable from the master benefi- 
uary record mamtamed by the Socml Security 
Admmmstratmn Data from both the mtervzw 
and benefit records mere used to estabhsh bene- 
ficmry status for tabulation purposes 

Allocations 

To maxnmze the amount of useful mformatmn, 
allocatmns were made for nnssmg-mcome and 
me&c&cost Items based on values obtained from 
respondents with smular econonnc, mechcal, and 
demograpluc charactenstux Examples of mechcal 
charactenstxs that were used are “days hospital- 
wed” and “number of doctor wslts ” Economic 
charactenstxs mcluded “mcome” and other types 
of assets An amount was assigned from the m- 
formatmn for another person, systematmally 
chosen accordmg to the order m wluch the records 
were processed, who gave a good response to the 
item m questmn 

Definition of Dlrabdlty 

Dlsabihty 1s defined m tins study as a hnutatmn 
m the kmd or amount of work (or housework) 
resultmg from a chrome health conchtmn or 
lmparment lastmg 3 months or longer The dw 
abihty class&atmn was based on the extent of the 
mdw~dual’s capacity for work, as reported by the 
respondent m a set of work-quahficatmn qnes- 
tmns D&a on employment and on functmnal 
capacities-such as mob&y, actwltw of daily 
hvmg, personal care needs, and functmnal actlvlty 
hmltatmns-were also collected to evaluate fur- 
ther the nature and seventy of chsabdlty 

The seventy of cbsalnhty was classified by the 
extent of work hnutatmns as 

Xeverely d2saWe#-unable to work altogether or 
unable to work regularly 

Occupationally dzaath?d-able to work regularly but 
unable to do the 8ame work 8s before the onset of 
disability, or unable to work full tune 

Seoontiaq, morlr Iwdtatzosa-able to work full time, 
regularly. and at the snme work but ndth limitations 

in the kind or amount of aork they can ,mfarm, 
women vith limitntwns in keq,ing house but not In 
paid woi-k are included 89 hnving secondary work 
limitations 

Relmblllty of Ettlmatar 

Smce the e&mates m tlus report are based on 
a sample, they may differ somewhat from the 
figure that would have been obtained if all chs- 
abled and nond~snbled adults m the Umted States 
had been surveyed wth the same techmques used 
As m any survey, the results are sublect to 
error of response and of reportmg as well as to 
the snmplmg vanalnhty The standard error 1s 
a measure of samphng vnnalxhty and m&&es 
the amounts by which the sample estimates may 
vary from the umverse values that would have 
been obtnmed If all persons m the um~erse had 
been studled 

For interval estimates, the standard ervx is 
used to construct an mterval nlth a prescribed 
confidence that the mterval mcludes the umverse 
value or the average of all possible samples drawn 
from the same umverse In about 68 percent of 
the samples from a populatmn, the population 
value would be included m tha mterval from one 
standard error below the sample estimate to one 
standard error above it-referred to as the 6% 
percent confidence or one standard error Interval 
In about 95 percent of the samples from a popu- 
latmn, the populatmn value would be included m 
the mterval from two standard errors below the 
sample estimates to two standard errors above It- 
the 95-percent confidence or two standard error 
mterval The QQ-percent confidence mterval ex- 
tends approximately two and one-half standard 
errors above and below the sample estimate 

The standard enw 1s also useful m testing 
the s~gmficance of the d&zence between two 
statlstm+that IS, the confidence one can have 
that the sample difference m means, percentages, 
or estimates IS a real &fference and not merely 
due to chance To test tlus assumptmn, the stand- 
ard error of the chfference can be calculated from 
the square root of the sum of the squared standard 
errors of each sample estnnnte If the observed 
&fference IS as large as one standard error of 
the &fference It 1s stat&cally s~gmlicnnt at the 
6%percent confidence level; if it 1s as large as 
two standard errors It 1s sx&icant at approxl- 



TABLE I -Approxm,ate standard errors of eatmmted number 
of dmabled persons 

TABLE III -Approumate standard errors of estnnated num- 
ber of severelv dwabled persons 

mately the 95-percent level, and If as large as 
two and one-half standard errors it IS slgmficant 
at about the 99-percent level As a general prac- 
tlce m the analyses presented here, d&xences 
betneen estnnates and betneen percentages RR 
considered statlstlcally slgmficnnt If the cntnl 
ratlo equals or exceeds 1 QF standard errors, the 
level at ~hlcll n predicted d&rence could be ex- 
pected to occur by chance less than 5 out of 100 
tmes, or the 0 05 level of s1gn1ficnnce 

Tnbles I, III, V, VII, and IX give approxl- 
mate standard errors for the total numbers of per- 
sons m each d~sabdlty category estnnnted from the 
snmple to have certam clrnrxctenstlcs Tables II, 
IV, VI, VIII, and X gwe standard errors for 
estnnated percentages Lmenr mterpoliltlon mny 
be used to obtnm vnlues not spec&nlly sbonn In 
order to recave standard errors that are apph- 
cable to a variety of estunates, a number of 
assumptions and approxunatmns nere requred 
As a result, the tables of standard errors provide 
an mdlcntlon of the order of mngmtude rather 
than the precw standard error for a,ny specific 
attrlbute The samplmg errors of some selected 

TABLE IV -Approxmmte standard err,,rs of estmmted per- 
centnge of soverelv dwbled persons 

TABLE V -Approxmate ntandard errors of estnnated number 
of persons with occupatmnal disab,hty or secondary work 
hnutatrons 

TABLE VI -Approximate standard error8 of ePtnnated per- 
o&age of persons wth acoupatmnal dlsab,hty or secondary 
work hrmtatmns 



TABLE VII -Approxunate standard errors of est,mated num- 
ber of nondmabled persons 

TABLE IX -Approximate standard error8 of estunated num- 
ber of dwbled and nond,abled persone 

TABLE VIII -Apprommte standard errors of estnnated 
percentage of nonduabled pemon~ 

TABIE X -Approxunate standard errors of estnnakd per- 
oentage of drsabled and nondwbled persone 

estmates are gmm below to G&rate the use 
of these tables 

The tnbulntmn on page 18 shms that only 5 9 
percent of t,he men m the total US populatmn 
reported themselves m 1972 as severely disabled, 
but 8 5 percent of the women consldered them- 
selves severely dabled-a d&xwxe of 2 6 per- 
cent The standard error of the difference between 
these two figures IS 8 6 Smce 2 6 1s more than 
two and one-half tunes 0 86, a difference of this 
sme IS statlstlcally s1gmficant at the ss-percent 
confidence level 

Black persons were almost twice as hkely as 
whites to be severely disabled (table I)---12 1 
percent contrasted mlth 6 8 percent The standard 
error of this difference of 5 3 IS 16 (table IV), 
sqmficant at the 99-percent level, hkely to have 

occurred by chance less than once m 100 tznes 
hccordmg to table 2,43 9 percent of the severely 

disabled had 8 or fewer years of educatmn The 
standard error of thw &m&e, on a population 
base of 7 7 mllhon severely disabled (from table 
IV), 1s 16 At the 95-percent confidence level, 
the estunat,ed percentage 1s within 3 2 percentage 
pants of the true proportmn Thus, the true pro- 
portmn could be anywhere between 40 7 percent 
and 47 1 percent 

Table 4 shows that, of the occupatmnally dw 
abled, men were much more hkely than women 
to report musculoskeletal conditions as them 
mqor dlsablmg condltmn (513 percent compared 
to 364 percent) The standard error of thu 
difference of 149, usmg lmear mterpolatmn on 
table VI, is 6 8, sqqnficsnt at the 95-percent level 


