Work Efforts of Disabled-Worker Beneficiaries:
Preliminary Findings From the New Beneficiary
Followup Survey

by John C. Hennessey and L. Scott Muller*

This article represents a preliminary investigation of factors influencing the
decision of disabled-worker beneficiaries to look for employment and to return
to work. Using the New Beneficiary Followup Survey and the special add-on
frame of beneficiaries who had earnings, the article analyzes the impact of
vocational rehabilitation (VR), work incentives, and employer workplace
accommodations on the decision to return to work. Also examined are the
reasons beneficiaries gave for deciding to look for work, job search methods,
and the types of jobs that they were looking for.

The research indicates that most beneficiaries look for work for financial
reasons, for example, out of economic necessity or to improve their standard
of living. Only 1 in 4 reported that they had received VR services and most
indicated that it did not help them on the job. Most beneficiaries (80 percent)
were unaware of work incentive provisions at the time they returned to work.
Nearly half (42 percent) reported receiving workplace accommodations from
their employer. Further research is planned to help assess the return to work
experience.

*John Hennessey and Scott Muller are with the Disability Research Staff, Office
of Research and Statistics, Social Security Administration.

Social Security Administration’s Dis-
ability Insurance (DI) program has come
under much scrutiny over the past few
years. Annual expenditures rose by 80
percent between 1982 and 1992, from
$17.3 billion to $31.1 billion. The in-
crease in expenditures was nearly twice
the increase in the cost of living over the
period. The number of beneficiaries has
also been increasing dramatically. The
number of disabled-worker beneficiaries
has grown from 2.6 million in 1982 to
nearly 3.5 million at the end of 1992.
More than half the decade’s growth oc-
curred after 1990. Growth in the disabili-
ty rolls is determined by two factors: the
rate of entry into the program and the rate
of exit from the program. The latest peri-
od of growth has been characterized both
by increases in applications and awards
and by decreases in terminations.

Apptications to Social Security Admin-
istration (SSA) for disability benefits were
relatively constant at about 1.0-1.1 mil-
lion per year between 1982 and 1990; they
increased to over 1.3 million by 1992. In
addition to having more people apply for
disability benefits over this period, the
allowance rate, or the proportion of appli-
cants who are deemed to be entitled to
benefits,! has grown consistently over the
period from 29 percent in 1982 to nearly
49 percent in 1992. At the same time we
see new beneficiaries coming onto the
rolls, we also see those leaving the rolls, or
terminating, showing a general decline.
Although, the actual number of termina-
tions declined from a high of 483,800 in
1982 to a low of 340,000 in 1985 before
rising modestly to 375,300 in 1992, the
decline in the number of terminations
masks the true impact of reduced termina-
tion on the size of the rolls. Due to the
increased size of the beneficiary popula-
tion, the rate at which beneficiaries are
terminated has declined consistently from
16 percent in 1982 to an historical low of
10.5 percent in 1992. If one excludes
those leaving the rolls because they attain
age 65 or die, the decline is even more
dramatic as recovery and other termina-
tions declined from 164,300 in 1982 to
just 27,800 in 1990 (the last year of avail-
able data).

To understand the growth in the dis-
ability rolls it is important to understand
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the pathways through which individuals
come into the program and leave the
program. One of the exit pathways is by
engaging in substantial gainful activity
(SGA). Even though they are still dis-
abled, some beneficiaries are able to
attempt to return to work. The DI pro-
gram provides specific work incentive
provisions to assist beneficiaries in their
work attempt, providing them with pro-
tection of their cash benefits and Medi-
care coverage while they test their ability
to work.> Some of these individuals
demonstrate that they are capable of
significant work activity and are able to
sustain it for a long enough time so that
they become self-supporting once again.
At this time, they are terminated from
the DI program.

It is estimated?® that fewer than 3.0
percent of all beneficiaries terminate
from the DI program due to a work re-
covery. It is not surprising that few
beneficiaries leave the program this way
when one remembers the stringent re-
quirements to enter the program. For the
purposes of entitlement to DI benefits,
disability is defined as:*

The inability to engage in any
substantial gainful activity by
reason of any medically deter-
minable physical or mental
impairment which can be ex-
pected to result in death or
which has lasted or can be ex-
pected to last for a continuous
period of not less than 12
months. A person must not
only be unable to do his or her
previous work but cannot, con-
sidering age, education, and
work experience, engage in any
other kind of substantial gainful
work which exists in the nation-
al economy. It is immaterial
whether such work exists in the
immediate area, or whether a
specific job vacancy exists, or
whether the worker would be
hired if he or she applied for
work.

There are many economic and social
reasons that return to work is a desirable
goal. Achieving the goal of returning
severely disabled beneficiaries to work

may be difficult, but with a proper mix of
work incentives, vocational rehabilita-
tion, and other interventions, experience
has shown that beneficiaries can be re-
turned to work and that the process can
be cost effective and, hence, part of the
overall strategy to control program
growth and expenditures.’ This article
evaluates the decision to return to work,
the process of looking for work, and the
effect that interventions (such as voca-
tional rehabilitation, work incentive
program provisions, and workplace ac-
commodations) play in the return to
work process. By identifying the indi-
viduals most likely to respond to incen-
tives and the interventions that are most
successful, SSA may be able to better
target individuals and interventions to
achieve cost savings.

New Beneficiary Followup Survey

This research examines several fac-
tors that could affect the postentitlement
work attempts of a cohort of disabled-
worker beneficiaries who were entitled to
benefits for the first time between June
1980 and June 1981 and who were inter-
viewed as part of the New Beneficiary
Followup (NBF) survey. This survey
is part of the New Beneficiary Data
System that was designed to be a source
of information about the changing
circumstances of disabled and aged
beneficiaries.®

Disability Work Module

A special disability work module was
designed and included in the NBF to
facilitate information about work that
cannot be obtained directly from admin-
istrative data systems. Even though
earnings records are available, the re-
search’ shows that the connection be-
tween earnings and actual work is com-
plicated, and interpreting the presence of
posted earnings as implying work may be
misleading. For example, earnings post-
ed at a given point in time does not nec-
essarily imply that it was for work per-
formed during that time. The posted
earnings could represent commissions or
deferred payments from a predisability
job, sick pay, vacation pay, or other

sources of reported earnings not repre-
senting current work.

The disability work module contains
detailed retrospective questions about the
first work attempt after entitlement to DI
benefits. Questions about the job search
methods, employer accommodations,
vocational rehabilitation efforts, and
knowledge of the work incentive provi-
sions in the DI program were asked.
Other questions asked the respondent to
compare the postdisability job with the
last predisability job. The survey also
contains less detailed questions about
subsequent work attempts that might
have occurred if the first job after entitle-
ment was not sustained.

The questions capture, to the extent
possible, the sequencing and timing of
the events that led up to the first job after
DI entitlement. Although there are
many problems with attempting to gather
retrospective data on event histories over
a 10-year period, the alternative—a
prospective survey—would be time and
cost prohibitive. A very large sample of
beneficiaries would need to be identified
and tracked on a regular basis over a
long period of time to assure a modest
number of workers. Because so little is
known about beneficiaries’ work at-
tempts, it seemed appropriate to gather
the best information possible using a
retrospective event history approach
within the framework of the already
planned NBF survey. It was believed that
the first work attempt after disability,
even if it occurred a number of years
back, would be a significant enough
event in the lives of the beneficiaries that
they would remember something about
the sequencing of events even if they
forgot the actual dates surrounding the
work attempt. For this reason, questions
about the sequencing of the events are
asked separately from the questions
about the dates of events.

Historically, very few beneficiaries
have made an attempt to return to work
and very few of those are successful in
leaving the rolls because of a return to
self-supporting work. To answer ques-
tions about postentitlement work patterns
of DI beneficiaries, and to assure reliable
data and estimates with reasonable preci-
sion, it was determined that the original
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New Beneficiary Survey (NBS) sample
frame would have to be enlarged. Since
the original frame had sufficient “non-
worker” cases, it was determined that
any additional cases should be among
individuals targeted as likely workers.
The original sample was augmented by
an add-on frame of approximately 3,000
DI beneficiaries who showed some earn-
ings from their entitlement in 1980-81.
This group was targeted due to their
likelihood of having worked at some
point during the period since entitle-
ment. The add-on frame was stratified
based on whether or not the individual
was terminated from the program, with
an equal division between those who
terminated and those who remained on
the rolls. This was done to assure sufti-
cient numbers of persons with a success-
ful return to self-supporting work.

Sample Population

The population for this article is all
DI beneficiaries who were entitled for
the first time between June 1980 and
June 1981, were awarded benefits before
May 1982, survived up to June 1992,
personally participated in their inter-
views, and who acknowledged receipt of
benefits near date of entitlement. The
reasons for exclusions from the sample
set are discussed below.

* No initial disability benefits be-
tween June 1980 and June 1981.
There are some cases in the original
NBS sample the disability entitle-
ment period is not the first period of
disability. There are many ways in
which the first episode as an DI
beneficiary could be different from
subsequent periods of disability. For
example, beneficiaries in a second
period of disability may not be eligi-
ble for a trial work period (TWP).
Therefore, only beneficiaries who
are initially entitled to benefits dur-
ing the time window are included in
the analysis.

Benefits awarded before April
1982 Since the original NBS sam-
ple was chosen in April 1982, it did
not contain any beneficiaries for
whom retroactive awards were made

after that date. Late awards could be
systematically different from early
awards. For example, the time re-
quired to obtain an award may be
long because the beneficiary went
through a lengthy appeals process
before being awarded benefits. This
fact may indicate that the beneficiary
is less severely disabled. While
beneficiaries whose initial entitle-
ment was in the time window and
whose date of award is after April
1982 were interviewed, the fact that
the original NBS frame did not
include these individuals led us to
drop them from the analysis to avoid
biasing the results.

The date of death is before June
1992. Because of the complex sam-
ple design, a date had to be chosen
in order to compute the case weights
to adjust for deaths. To facilitate the
computation of the case weights,
only the population alive as of June
1992, roughly the middle of the
interview period, were included.
Individuals who were alive on their
survey date, but died before the
specified date are excluded.

The interview is by proxy. The
NBF contains numerous questions
about the sequencing of events,
many of which took place about 8 or
9 years ago. Even when the benefi-
ciary responded, inaccuracies could
exist in the responses, particularly in
the dates of events. Although the
event of returning to work may be
memorable enough for the benefi-
ciary, little confidence can be given
to retrospective data gathered from
someone other than the actual bene-
ficiary. Hence, we chose to eliminate
proxy interviews.

No receipt of disability benefits
near the date of entitlement. The
disability module of the NBF ques-
tionnaire began by establishing that
the person being interviewed re-
membered receiving DI benefits
somewhere around the date of enti-
tlement. If, even after some prob-
ing, the individual was unable to
acknowledge receipt of benefits
around that time, the interviewer

was instructed to skip the job ques-
tions in the disability module. If the
individual was unable to establish a
point of reference for the receipt of
cash benefits, there would be little
hope of obtaining reliable informa-
tion about subsequent events such as
the return to work. In fact, a small
number of individuals in the original
NBS frame were later determined

to be ineligible and never became
beneficiaries. Reliable recall took
precedence over the slight potential
for bias created by making this
exclusion.

There are 6,820 records in the NBF
dataset that are disability cases; 3,881
respondents are from the original NBS
interview and 2,939 are from the add-on
population. When the above exclusions
are applied, there are 4,405 cases re-
maining: 2,509 are from the NBS and
1,896 are from the add-on sample. Most
of the cases were excluded because ei-
ther they did not acknowledge receiving
benefits around the date of entitlement,
the updated Master Beneficiary Record
(MBR) shows no period of entitlement to
disability in the time window, and/or
their date of award was after April 1982.

Standard Errors

An attempt was made to create gener-
alized standard error lookup tables for
this article because there are so many
estimates presented. An analysis of the
situation revealed that the variances for
estimates where the majority of the cases
come from the original NBS sample
differ systematically from those for the
add-on sample. Consequently, because
of the complexity involved in their calcu-
lation, no standard errors are presented.
Instead, we consider these preliminary
findings as suggestive of further analy-
ses. In the subsequent, more focused
analyses, standard errors will be estimat-
ed for the specific quantities under inves-
tigation.

First Period of Unemployment

Work Status at Entitlement

The first step in the DI benefit eligi-
bility process requires an evaluation of

44 Social Security Bulletin = Vol. 57, No. 3 « Fall 1994



work status at entitlement. To qualify for
benefits, individuals need not be out of
the labor force or unemployed, but they
simply must not be engaged in SGA.
Using the case weights, there are an
estimated 135,696 DI beneficiaries who
meet the criteria for the study. About 4
percent of the beneficiaries were working
at the time their benefits started and
about 19 percent started working after
entitlement to benefits (chart 1). Some
beneficiaries started working after termi-
nation from the program for reasons
such as a medical recovery or retirement.
The remaining beneficiaries, about 77
percent, never worked after entitlement.
Because the main focus of the article
is to understand the work attempts of the
disabled, attention is focused on those
130,617 disabled beneficiaries who
were not working at the time of benefit
receipt.

Age and Education

The age distribution of beneficiaries
at the time of entitlement (shown in table
1) was as follows: 17 percent were enti-
tled between ages 18 and 34, 22 percent
between 35 and 49, and about 61 per-
cent are estimated to have been entitled
at age 50 or older. Almost half grad-
uated high school or more or had addi-
tional education; and about 17 percent
went on to have some years of college.
Twenty-eight percent had only an ele-
mentary school education and twenty-
one percent had 9-11 years of education.

Returning to Work

Working Beneficiaries

One of the goals of the survey was to
determine how many beneficiaries at-
tempt to return to work and to assess the
impact that vocational rehabilitation
(VR), work incentive (WI) provisions,
and other interventions have had on the
percentage of beneficiaries who try to
work again. Chart i shows that about 19
percent of the DI beneficiary population
are estimated to work again after receiv-
ing benefits. However, this work may
have begun while in beneficiary status or
after they were terminated from the DI
program for medical or other reasons.

To evaluate work that is policy relevant
to SSA, we focus only on those work
attempts that start while the individual is
a DI beneficiary. For example, the ques-
tion about the effectiveness of the work
incentive provisions requires evaluating
work attempts while in beneficiary sta-
tus. The remaining analysis considers
only the work that, according to the
survey, started before the date of termi-
nation, as recorded in the MBR (table 2).
The “work, censored” category means
that the beneficiary started work and was
still in the DI program at the time of the
survey. About 26,194 beneficiaries are
estimated to work at some time after

the start of benefits. About 70 percent
started work during the first period of
entitlement, that is, returned to work
while receiving benefits.

Reasons for Returning to Work

The survey gave respondents the
opportunity to enumerate the various
reasons that led to the decision to return
to work. During the interview, a list of
possible reasons was provided. Benefi-
ciaries were given the opportunity to
enumerate the reasons and to provide
other reasons. If the respondent focused
on several reasons, they were asked to
identify the most important one (table 3).
Overall, the most cited reason for return-
ing to work was financial need, with §1
percent citing it as a reason and 58 per-
cent as the most important reason. The
second most important reason was a
feeling among beneficiaries that they
wanted to work. Fifty-eight percent cited
the desire to work as a reason to work,

Chart 1 —Work status of disabled-worker beneficiary at time of entitlement

No work at or after
time benefits began

104,422
(77%)

Table 1. -—Age and years of education at time of entitlement

|

Education \

Percent

Started work after
time benefits began

26,194
(18%)

Working at time
benefits began
5,080

(4%)

| A .
! Age at entitlement

1
35-49:

Total' 18-34 50 or more
- Y - . .
Total......ccovennen. 130,617 100 22,705 28,412 79,499
‘ 100 100 17.4 21.8 60.8
36,103 27.6 2,190 6,992 26,921
27,665 21.2 4,009 6,634 17,022

High School
graduate............... 42352 324 9,621 9,299 23,432

13 or more

VeArS..c.oveeinrnnene 22,026 16.9 6,115 5,159 10,7 51
Unknown............... ! 2,472 1.9 771 328 1,373

'Totals may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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but it was the most important reason for
17 only percent. Two of the top three
reasons, financial need and the desire to
raise their standard of living, show a
strong economic motivation in the deci-
sion to return to work.

Health improvement was also fre-
quently cited as a reason for returning to
work. If one were to use these responses
to build a composite view of the motiva~
tions of beneficiaries who return to work,
one might project a group of individuals
who believe they would be better off
economically if working (either by meet-
ing a financial need or attempting to
raise their standard of living), have a
desire to work, and have seen their
health improve so that they are able to go
back to work.

Job Search Methods

If successful strategies for finding a
job can be communicated to beneficia-
ries, perhaps more beneficiaries will be
able to find jobs and return to work.
Each beneficiary was asked if he or she
looked for work after their benefits be-
gan. Of the 130,617 who were not work-
ing at the time benefits started, only
about 11.5 percent, or about 15,000 ben-
eficiaries, looked for work after the start
of benefits and before the end of their
first period of entitlement. Comparing
the 15,000 who looked for work to the
18,000 who worked, one notes that some
people worked but did not look for work.
Presumably, these individuals did not
actively engage in what they considered
a job search. They either returned to
their previous job, or someone gave them
an unsolicited job offer.

The respondents who said that they
looked for work were asked a series of
questions about activities they engaged
in during the job search. For each job
seeking activity that the respondents
engaged in, they were asked if the activi-
ty led to a job offer. Table 4 shows the
percentage of persons indicating that
they had employed a particular job
search method and the percentage who
said it led to a job offer.

The two most frequent methods were
checking with a friend about a job where
they worked and checking with employ-

ers in general without any preliminary
contact. The percentage of respondents
who tried each of these job search meth-
ods is essentially the same, about 42
percent. The most frequent method,
asking a friend, was also the most suc-
cessful method. However, each method
resulted in relatively few job offers.
Only the “other” category resulted in
offers more than half of the time.

Type of Work Sought

Beneficiaries who looked for work
were asked several questions about the
type of work they were seeking. Just
over 37 percent looked for the same type
of job that they had before; 53 percent
were open to any type of employment
and did not limit their search to a partic-
ular type of job; 33 percent looked for
full- or part-time work. About 21 percent
looked for part-time work only, and 40
percent looked for full-time work only.

Table 2.—Relationship of start of work
to benefit termination

| !

Sequence 1

of events ! Totail_j Percent
Recover, work.......... I 5,256}‘ 20.1
Retire, work.............. ) 2,564 j 9.8
Work, censored........ | 9,281 354
Work, recovery........ 5,674 21.7
Work, retire.............. ‘ 13.1

Turning Down Job Offers

About 22 percent of those looking for
work refused at least one job offer. Sur-
vey questions were asked to determine
the reasons that beneficiaries did not
accept job offers. If more than one reason
was given, the beneficiary was asked to
specify the reason that was the most
important. No one reason was chosen
by more than 50 percent of the popula-
tion, indicating that there is no single,
predominant reason for refusing job
offers, but the reasons vary considerably
(table 5). The most frequent reason
given was that the pay was too low,
again indicating that finances play an
important part in their decisionmaking.
The second most frequent reason was
that they took another job. This high
percentage seems to indicate that sizable
numbers of those who are capable of
working get several offers while those
whose disability is too severe to work get
no offers. About 21 percent of those who
refused offers are estimated to have re-
jected the offer because of transportation
problems, that is, they found it difficult
to get to work. While impairment-related
work expense exclusions can permit the
deduction of extraordinary transportation
costs from SGA, perhaps additional
transportation assistance could help
promote the return to work. On the
other hand, transportation was consid-
ered the most important reason for re-

Table 3.—Reasons for returning to work while beneficiaries

- R -
T { Reason was—

" Total { Most | One of
Reason ) responses, important several

—_— o
Financial need..........ccoocoevniinnnn. } 81.4 57.7 237
Wanted to Work..........coccoveerreiienn { 57.6 17.2 40.4
To raise level of living........ccoeevnrenns ‘ 43.6 4.0 39.6
Health improved.........ccccceeenverenecnnne ! 37.9 7.9 30.0
Found 2 job........ccovvcriciiccieine b 22.0 22.0
Rehabilitation helped...........cocooiene | 16.0 23 13.7
1011 SO 4 13.3 8.6 4.7
To finance specific purchase.............. ! 11.4 9 10.5
SSA benefits stopped............ocoiein ‘[ 9.7 1.2 85
Medicare was not affected................ ’ 3.7 3.7
Spouse's health changed..................... ! 29 2 2.7
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jecting an offer by only 10 percent of the

population.

When considering the most important

reason for rejecting a job offer, about 17
percent said that the pay was too low.

While addressing the transportation issue
may appear to be an attractive solution to
the problem of getting beneficiaries back

to work, unless the financial conditions
(for example, the prospects for good
paying jobs) are improved, one cannot
expect to see major increases in accep-
tance of job offers. The two reasons
most frequently cited as most important
reasons were “took another job” and
“other”.

Job Comparisons

Respondents who worked were asked
to compare their new job to the one
they had before they became disabled.

many reports have been issued, the pro-
gram is so complex that an accurate
estimate is difficult to compute. The
NBF contains questions about VR serv-
ices. Eventually, we plan to test for
differences in the proportion of benefi-
ciaries who go back to work for those
with VR services, as compared to those
without. This proportion is difficult to
compute because it involves a compari-
son of work attempt dates with program
termination dates. As mentioned earlier,
such a comparison is complicated.

On the other hand, we can compute
some more preliminary figures about the

VR program. Each respondent was
asked if he or she had participated in
various types of VR services, and wheth-
er or not these services began before the
start of the first job after disability bene-
fits, and if they thought that the services
helped make them able to return to work
or continue working. These results are
presented with a note of caution. It
should be noted that the true measure of
VR effectiveness lies in the ability of the
program to increase the number of work
attempts, that is, to help a beneficiary go
back to work who would not have other-
wise done so. However, it is impossible

Table 4—Types of job search methods and percent which led to job offers

]

1 Percent of
beneficiaries ]

Type of job search methods ‘

Did you receive job offer?

Twenty-five percent reported returning o using methOdw Yes No*
to work for the employer they had before
they became disabled. Thirty-ﬁve per- Asks afriend.......cccooeiviiiiiiiiinnnin. ‘ 42.6 17.4 252
cent are estimated to be performing the Checked with employers..........c..c....... ‘ 424 13.0 294
same tasks as they did on the old job. A Answered an ad.........cccoocooiiiin i 39.1 14.8 243
comparison of factors related to the old Checked previous employer............... ‘\ 32.1 14.6 27.5
and new job can be found in table 6. Lead from VR agency........ccccccvneenn. 23.6 11.4 12.2
Sixty-three percent said the new job Asked arelative........ccoooeeincrennc. 20.7 6.8 13.9
required less exertion, compared with Lead from State agency............. 18.7 3.7 15.0
14.0 percent who said it required more OhET....coocviiviee e 18.9 11.8 7.1
exertion. Fifty-five percent reported Lead from private agency.................. 10.3 3.0 7.3
having fewer responsibilities on the new ———7-—" " "
job, compared with 25 percent who re- 'Includes missing responses.
ported having more responsibilities.
}fﬁfty-ﬁve percent also re'ported working Table 5.—Reasons for not accepting job offer
ewer hours on the new job, compared
with 45 percent who said they were e | - -
. ‘ Reason was—
working more hours. Forty-three percent — -
are working at a lower rate of pay, while Total Most One of
24 percent reported working at a higher Reason ‘ responses important several
rate of pay at their new job. In summary —- ]
and as expected, the first job after dis- Pay 100 10W...onroreveeeeerereerererereee \ 36.7 16.8 19.9
ability is generally less exertional, carries  Took another job..........ccocoorevrrrrreecrered 34.4 209 135
fewer responsibilities, and pays less O 1 258 21.0 438
than the one they had before becoming a2 pifficult to get to Work.................. ( 20.9 9.7 11.2
beneficiary. Not right kind of WOrk.......ccocccoeo.... 19.1 7.2 11.9
Job conditions not satisfactory........ . 18.1 2.1 16.0
Interventions Hours not satisfactory.............c..ccee..... 1 17.9 42 13.7
Vocational Rehabilitation Health problems........c..coooocveiiiinnne. ‘ 13.0 6.6 6.4
. . Job was temporary...........c.ccececevnnnn ‘ 9.2 7 8.5
Quest10n§ about the F(_)St .effectlveness Health benefits not satisfactory.... 6.0 3 5.7
of the vocational rehabilitation (VR) .
. Part time not offered..............c..cco..... 3.7 1.8 1.9
program for DI beneficiaries have been .
. No child care........cccooevccvinriiicinnin 2.2 22
raised over the past few years. Although T T -
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to accurately estimate this effect without
creating a control group which has no
access to VR services. This would mean
denying services to some who would
otherwise be eligible, and this is not a
viable possibility.

In the absence of such an approach, it
was decided that the attitude of the bene-
ficiaries toward the VR services they
received and their assessment of the
effectiveness of those services would be
worth examining. The majority of the DI
beneficiaries did not have any of these
services. In fact, only about 27 percent
of the beneficiaries are estimated to have
had at least one of these services. Also,
we found that no particular combination
of services is more popular than any
other. There seems to be a fairly uni-
form distribution of individuals in the
various combinations of VR services.
For this reason, the responses are pre-
sented separately for each service in
table 7.

Not surprisingly, the job placement
services were said to be helpful by the
highest percentage of beneficiaries, al-

————————

though this service was provided to fewer
than 3.0 percent of respondents prior to
their first work attempt. Physical thera-
py, which was the most common form of
VR services for beneficiaries (with 1 in 5
receiving these services) before their
first work attempt, had the lowest per-
centage of beneficiaries claiming that it
was helpful (4.7 percent). One possible
explanation is that the other services,
which are more directly linked to work
attempts, are offered only to those who
are thought to have a better chance of
getting a job—perhaps because they are
less severely disabled, their educational
level is higher, or because they are
younger. If this is the case, then, the
higher percentages of perceived helpful-
ness becomes partly a self-fulfilling
prophecy.

To examine this possibility, we first
examined the distribution of age at enti-
tlement for those who had physical ther-
apy with those who did not. The age
distribution for those who had physical
therapy seems to show a slightly larger
percentage of younger beneficiaries, but,

Table 6.—Comparison of old job and new job factors

Job has—
Less More| Same!
62.7 143 23.0
55.2 254 19.4
54.7 453 .0
43.1 24.3 32,6

'Includes missing responses.

Table 7.—Percent of beneficiaries whose vocational rehabilitation (VR) helped in

the return to work process

Pe@ Did it help?

Vocational rehabilitation ‘
- |

receiving — —

VR servicis] Yes; No'

Physical therapy.........ccccoveovevrienerinn 19.6 4.7 14.9
Vocational training.............cocceoevunneee. ‘ 4.6 22 2.4
Job counSeling. ......vvevveeereceerreeeenne. i 3.6 1.8 1.8
Job placement.......cc.coooveiiivicnineenienns ‘ 2.2 1.5 T
General education................ccceeevcnene. | 2.5 1.3 1.2
’ 4.7 3 4.4

'Includes missing responses.

overall, there is not much difference
between the two distributions (chart 2).
However, if we examine the same
population according to whether or not
they had job placement services, we see
substantially different age distributions
(chart 3). Job placement is much more
weighted toward the younger ages than
the distribution for those who have not
had job placement. Although not as
dramatic as the age distributions, similar
findings were discovered about the distri-
bution of educational levels. Specifical-
ly, the distribution of educational levels
for those with and without physical ther-
apy were fairly similar, whereas the
distribution for those with job placement
was shifted more toward those with a
higher educational level than the distri-
bution for those without job placement.
This indicates that the criteria that are
used to decide who is eligible for job
placement is quite different from the
eligibility criteria for physical therapy.

Work Incentive Provisions

Several provisions in the DI program
were developed for the purpose of en-
couraging beneficiaries to try to work
again:

s The trial work period (TWP).—For
9 months, not necessarily consecu-
tive, a beneficiary may earn as much
as possible without affecting his or
her benefit. A trial work month is
any month in which the person
earns more than $200. After the
TWP, the work is evaluated to see if
it is “substantial.” If the earnings
do not exceed $500 per month, bene-
fits will generally continue. If earn-
ings exceed the $500 per month
figure, benefits will continue for a 3-
month grace period before they stop.

The extended period of eligibility
(EPE).—For 36 months after a suc-
cessful TWP and if the person is still
disabled, he or she is eligible to
receive a monthly benefit without a
new application for any month in
which earnings drop below $500.

Extended Medicare.—Medicare
coverage will continue for 39
months beyond the end of the TWP.
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If Medicare coverage stops because
of SGA level work, the beneficiary
may purchase it for a specified pre-
mium.

We were interested in knowing
whether beneficiaries felt that the work
incentive provisions in the DI program
influenced their decision to try to work

again. About 21 percent of the benefi-
ciaries who were not working at the start
of benefits knew of some provision that
allowed them to test their ability to work
before they started working. When asked
about specific provisions, about 20 per-
cent were aware of the trial work period
before working (table 8). Only about 2
percent said they were influenced by it.

Fifteen percent were aware of the extend-
ed period of eligibility; about 1.5 percent
were influenced by it. Eleven percent
were aware of extended Medicare cover-
age. Less than 1 percent were influenced
by it.

Respondents were asked about their
awareness of each incentive and how
they found out about them. When asked

Chart 2 —Age distribution of those with and without physical therapy

With physical therapy

20 24 28 32 36 40 44 48

Age of entitlement

52 56 60 64 20

Without physical therapy

32 36 40 44 48 52 56 60 64

Age of entitlement

Chart 3.—Age distribution of those with and without job placement

With job placement
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if they heard about them from a friend or
relative, 12 percent said yes. About 8
percent said from a physician. Sixty-five
percent read about them from SSA publi-
cations and 35 percent heard about them
from a SSA office. Nine percent learned
about the incentives from a vocational
rehabilitation provider and 2 percent said
that they heard about them from an in-
surance provider. Fifteen percent said
they learned about them from some other
source.

Source
of knowledge Percent
Friendorrelative .........cocoeciecenna 12
PhySician........ccc.ooeoreninrcennne v 8
SSA publication..............cccoeoiiinienn 65
SSAOffice. ..o 35
VRprovider........c.cooocoveececinnene 9
INSUrance........cccoovvvcvnrcrccnciccce s 2
Other....coooice e 15

The most mentioned mode of commu-
nication is that of SSA publications.
However, only about 21 percent said that
they knew about the provisions and very
few said that they were influenced by
them.

Job Accommodations

Questions were asked about accom-
modations that employers offer to make
it easier for the beneficiaries to do their
work. In general, about 42 percent of the
beneficiaries who worked received some
sort of accommodation. And, of those
who did receive a given accommodation,
many thought that is was helpful. When
asked which of their accommodations
was the most important, 10 percent of all
beneficiaries said that it was “learning a
new job skill.” As shown in table 9, this
accommodation was the one most fre-
quently offered (17.8 percent). The next
highest in importance among beneficia-
ries was “having someone to help you”
(7.0 percent), which was offered to 15.0
percent of the beneficiaries. “Shortening
the workday” was third in importance
(6.0 percent) and was offered as an ac-
commodation to 13.3 percent.

In addition, although not an accom-
modation, beneficiaries were asked about
medical treatment. Almost half, 45 per-
cent, of the beneficiaries who worked

before termination said that they received
medical treatments while they worked.
Of those beneficiaries who received treat-
ments, 80 percent said they would not
have been able to work without the treat-
ments.

Summary

The motivation to go back to work
seems to follow fundamental economic
theory. Individuals want to work to
satisfy their financial need, and, when
opportunities come along that do so, they
seem to take advantage of them. When
the job offer doesn’t satisfy that financial
need (the pay is too low), it is rejected.

About 27 percent of the beneficiaries
received some sort of VR service. The
most successful forms of VR services
seem to be vocational training and gener-
al education, where approximately half
of those who received services said that it

helped them to return to work or contin-
ue working. However, few beneficiaries
received these services. Further research
will be conducted to see whether these
and other VR services actually had any
impact on going back to work. If they
did, given the fact that about half of the
beneficiaries completed high school,
perhaps a more aggressive educational
effort would increase the number of work
attempts. Subsequent research is
planned to investigate this issue.

Few people said that they knew about
the WI provisions. Fewer still felt that
the W1 provisions influenced their deci-
sion to go back to work. This is a dis-
couraging finding. It would also be of
interest to assess the impact of these
provisions on the actual ability to go
back to work. This research is also in
progress.

Job accommodations, although offered
to only a few beneficiaries, were thought

Table 8.—Percent of beneficiaries who knew of incentives designed to help

beneficiaries return to work

Percent of | Did incentive influence you?
beneficiaries F .
Incentive ‘ who knew . Yes No!
Trial work period.........cococvvevncecinens 19.6 23 17.3
Extended period of eligibility.............. 15.1 1.5 13.6
Extended Medicare...........ccocovineeennnnn 10.5 8 9.7
'Includes missing responses.
Table 9.—Accommodations made by employers to help beneficiaries do
the job and/or stay on the job
Percent Did it help?
receiving |- —— ———— —
Accommodation offered offer Yes No!
i B B
Someone helped with your work......... 15.0 13.1 1.9
Purchased special equipment............... 7.4 6.8 6
Switched you to different work........... 8.7 6.4 23
Helped you learn new job skill............ | 17.8 15.8 2
Shortened your workday............cccc..... ‘ 133 10.5 2.8
Changed the time you come and go..... s 99 7.4 2.5
Allowed more breaks...........ccoeeveeeiid 12.5 10.5 25
Arranged special transportation ‘ 4.4 4.0 4
Had someone take you to work........... 2.6 23 3

Includes missing responses.
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to be quite helpful. Perhaps they were
useful in helping the beneficiary sustain
the work attempt. The effect of the ac-
commodations on the ability of the bene-
ficiary to stay on the job will be assessed.

No one method of job search seemed
to stand out above the rest as being the
most successful. It seems that all ave-
nues of job opportunities need to be tried
in the hopes that one of them will be
successful.

As expected, these preliminary find-
ings lead to more questions than an-
swers. As indicated, further research is
presently underway to study the issues
that are raised.

Notes

! The allowance rate is calculated as the
number of awards in a calendar year divided
by the number of applications. Because deci-
sions on many applications are not rendered
in the same year as the filing of the applica-
tion, this is not the true application rate.

2 L. Scott Muller, “Disability Beneficia-
ries Who Work and Their Experience Under
Program Work Incentives,” Social Security
Bulletin, Vol. 55, No. 2 (Summer) 1992,
pp. 2-19.

3 [bid.
* Social Security Handbook, Social Secu-

rity Administration (SSA Publication No. 65-
008), 1993.

’ Leo McManus, Evaluation of Disability
Savings, ORS Working Paper, Social Securi-
ty Administration, 1981.
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New Beneficiary Data System,” Social Secu-
rity Bulletin, Vol. 56, No. 3 (Fall) 1993,
pp. 88-94.

" Muller, 1992.
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