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Labor force trends of persons
with and without disabilities

Trends in labor force participation rates

of persons with disabilities follow closely

those of persons of the same age and sex

who are free of disabilities; in both groups,

women fared better than men in the 1970-92 period

dicate that the labor force participation of

persons with disabilities is tied to overall
labor market dynamics, in both the long and the
short term. In the long term, a decline in the la-
bor force participation of men over the period—
particularly older men—was more pronounced
among men with disabilities. By contrast, an in-
crease in the labor force participation of women
during the same period—especially younger
women—benefited women with disabilities. In
the short term, persons with disabilities experi-
enced proportionally larger gains during periods
of labor market expansion than did those with-
out disabilities, but suffered proportionally
greater losses during times of contraction than
did their able-bodied counterparts.

Except for the fact that rates of entitlement to
Social Security Disability Insurance and other
forms of disability-related compensation provide
an imperfect measure of the labor force partici-
pation of persons with disabilities, little is known
about the employment dynamics of these indi-
viduals. This is so in part because not all who
are eligible for benefits on medical grounds ap-
ply for them! and in part because those who do
apply but who fail to become beneficiaries do
not necessarily go back to work.? Likewise, meas-
ures of the activities in which a person is limited
are not sufficient, because health is only one
among many factors affecting the person’s labor
force participation.’

Employment trends from 1970 to 1992 in-
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In two journal articles, Robert Haveman and
Barbara Wolfe used data from the Current Popu-
lation Survey (CPS) to report trends in the preva-
lence and economic well-being of persons with
disabilities from 1962 through 1984.4 These au-
thors showed that such individuals had falling
labor force participation rates during the 1980’s.
Their reduced earnings were buffered by trans-
fer payments through 1980, but changes in dis-
ability compensation programs in the early 1980’s
reduced the size, and hence effect, of this buffer.
Robert Bennefield and John McNeil also ana-
lyzed data from the CPs, for the period 1981
through 1988, and showed that there was a down-
ward trend in labor force participation rates
among men with disabilities and an upward trend
among women with disabilities.?

In a similar vein to these works, this article
describes trends in the participation of persons
with and without disabilities in the 23 years cul-
minating in 1992, a period preceding the energy
crises of the 1970’s and encompassing several
complete economic cycles. The article then dem-
onstrates that these trends are tied both to the
rising participation of women in the labor mar-
ket and to short-term fluctuations due to eco-
nomic cycles.

Survey methods

We use the 1970-92 National Health Interview
Survey to estimate labor force participation rates




among persons with and without disabilities in
each year and to compare the change in the rates
for the two groups over time. This survey is the
principal Federal survey used to measure the ex-
tent and consequences of disability in the U.S.
population. Administered by the Census Bureau
for the National Center for Health Statistics, the
National Health Interview Survey is an annual
cross-sectional survey of approximately 110,000
individuals in 40,000 households.® The sampling
universe is the U.S. civilian, noninstitutionalized
population. Thus, the survey ignores the substan-
tial number of individuals with disabilities who
are confined to institutions, all military person-
nel, and all U.S. citizens living in other nations.
In describing labor force participation rates, we
have compiled separate analyses for men and
women, partitioned into three age groups: 18—
44 years (“young” workers), 45-54 years (those in
the “prime™ of a career), and 55-64 years (“older”
workers).

In the National Health Interview Survey, dis-
ability is defined in terms of limitation of activ-
ity due to chronic conditions, injuries, or impair-
ments. Individuals are asked whether they are
prevented entirely from doing their major activ-
ity or whether they are limited in the amount or
kind of their major activity. In the analyses that
follow, we combine these two categories to esti-
mate the total impact of disability on employ-
ment, The National Health Interview Survey uses
standard labor market questionnaire items to
measure labor force participation. Individuals are
deemed in the labor force if they are working; if
they have a job, but are not currently at work for
one reason or another; if they are on a layoff; or
if they are are unemployed and looking for work.
They are deemed out of the labor force if they
are neither working nor looking for work.

We report the changes in the proportion of each
gender and age stratum in the labor force in each
year in relation to disability status in table 1. All
analyses of the National Health Interview Sur-
vey use the survey’s sampling weights, allowing
inferences about the noninstitutionalized popu-
lation of the United States.

In 1981, the March supplement to the CPS be-
gan to collect information on the proportion of
respondents claiming to have a disability that en-
tirely prevented them from working or that af-
fected the kind or amount of work they could
do.” Because of the specificity of this limitation
on work, int contrast to the more encompassing
limitation on acrivity measured in the National
Health Interview Survey, the CPS yields a lower
estimate of the prevalence of disability, Never-
theless, the trends in employment based on these

two measures are similar. We summarize the Cps-

trends in table 2 and present data on part-time

Table 1. Change in labor force participation rate, by sex, age, and
disability status, 1970-72 to 1990-92'
[In percent]
Sex and age Total With disability d"l‘:';'m;'v

Both sexes: 18-64 years.. ... 13.7 11 1.1
1844 years .............. 17.3 52 18.6
45-54years .............. 12.8 28 14.9
BS-B4years .............. 5.3 -19.8 -1.2

Men: 1864 years..,,....... -2.6 -15.3 -1.6
1844years .............. -2 -13.2 10
45-54years .............. -2.9 -13.3 -1.3
B5=G4 yoars ........... ... -18.0 -293 -13.7

Women: 1864 years........ 38.8 41.5 40.8
18—44years .............. 44.8 48.6 45.5
45-54vyears .............. 37.4 442 39.3
S5-Gdvyears .............. 12.3 6.0 16.8

1 Rates are derived as follows:

1970-72 participation rate of those with disabilities
_ Average number of disabled aged xx to yy years in labor force in 1970-72
- Average of total disabled aged xx to yy vears in sach of 197072 '

m

1990-92 participation rate of those with disabilities
_ Average number of disabled aged xx to yy years in labor force in 1990-92

@ Average of total disabled aged xx to yy years in each of 1990— 92 '

Change in participation rate of those with disabilities
@ _ | 1890 —82 participation rate of those with disabilities a
" | 1970~ 72 participation rate of those with disabilities

1}x100;

1970-72 participation rate of those without disabilities
_ Average number of nondisabled aged xx to yy years in labor force in 187072

4 H
(4 Average of total nondisabled aged xx to yy years in each of 1970~ 72

1990-92 participation rate of those without disabilities
_ Average number of nondisabled aged xx to yy years in tabor force in 1990— 92

5 '
® Average of total nondisabled aged xx to yy years in each of 1990— 62
Change in paricipation rate of those without disabilities
6) _ | 1800 - 82 participation rate of those without disabilities ~1| x100:
197072 participation rate of those without disabilities '
197072 total participation rate
7 Average number in labor force in 1970—72

= Average of tolat aged xx to yy years in each of 1970—72"

1990-92 total participation rate
Average number in labor force in 1990 - 92

8 ~ ‘Average of total aged xx 1o yy years in each of 1990-92°

Change in total participation rate
_ | 1990 - 92 total paricipation rate _1| % 100,

9 =
® 1970 - 72 total particitation rate

Because equation 7 is the total participation rate for the period 1970-72 and equations
1 and 4 are participation rates for subgroups during the same period, the value of equation
7 will always lie between that of equation 1 and that of equation 4. The total rate will be
much nearsr the rate from equation 4 because the number of persons without disabilities
far exceeds the number of persons with disabilities. A similar relationship holds for equa-
tions 2, 5, and 8, for the same reasons. in the case of equations 3, 6, and 9, howevaer, the
value of equation 9 need not lie between that of equation 3 and that of aquation 6. The
changes in labor force partcipation rates for the total and for the disabled and nondisabled
subgroups between different years involve ditferent denominators and changing labor force
sizes. Consequently, there is no simple retationship among the measures of change. Thus,
the entry in the “Total” column for both sexes, 18—64 years, is not between the entry in the
same row for the “With disability” column and the entry in the same row for the *Without
disability” column; and, similarly, the entry in the “Total” column for women, 18-64 years, is
nol betwaen the entry in the same sow for the “With disability” column and the entry in the
same row for the “Without disability” column.

Nore: Data are averaged over 1970-72 and 1990-92 fo provide more stable estimates.

Source: Analysis of data from the National Health Interview Survey, conducted for the
National Center for Health Statistics by the U.S. Bureau of the Census.
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Table 2. Change in labor force participation rate and in proportion
working part time for economic reasons, by survey and
disability status, 1981-92

[in percent]

National Interview Populati
Health Survey Current Population Survey
. Change in
Change in Change in "

Period Iabor%m:e labor ?orce pro::gi::inm:t?orlr(mg

participation rate participation rate | ... 0ie reasons

With Without With Without With Without

disabllity | disabtlity | disability | disabllity |disability disability

1981-92.......... 52 6.9 51 55 58.7 30.2

1981-83........ —4.5 -1.0 7.2 -3.9 60.3 46.5

1983-90........ 14.0 8.8 28.2 111 9.9 —-34.9

1990-92........ —4 1 -8 -11.6 -1.2 9.9 36.6

Sounce: Analysis of data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census, Nationai Health Inter-
view Survay, and Current Population Survey.

employment as well—information not available
in the National Health Interview Survey. The CPS
analyses also incorporate sampling weights,
again allowing inferences about the U.S. nonin-
stitutionalized population.?

Labor force dynamics

Employment trends among U.S. men and women
since 1970 are mirror images of each other. For
men, labor force participation rates have been
declining quite dramatically among those 55 to
64 years, while holding reasonably steady among
those 18 to 44 years and those 45 to 54 years. In
contrast, for women, rates have risen quite dra-
matically among those 18 to 44 years and those
45 to 54 years, while holding reasonably steady
among those 55 to 64 years in the 1970’s and ris-
ing slowly thereafter. (See table 1.)

Both the decline among older men and the in-
crease among younger women were especially
pronounced in the 1970’s, and both trends abated
in the 1980’s. After 1990, labor force participa-
tion rates among men in each age group declined,
reflecting the recession, while among women,
only those 18 1o 44 vears experienced a decline
in their rates.

In 1970, women 18 to 44 years were only about
60 percent as likely as 55- to 64-year-old men to
be in the labor force; by 1992, these women ex-
perienced higher participation rates than the older
men did. Indeed, among all working-age adults,
the ratio of female to male labor force participa-
tion rates rose from .56 in 1970 to 0.81 in 1992,
Thus, between those years, older men left the labor
force and younger women entered it.

Comparing men with and without disabilities
by age shows that the labor force participation
rates of men 18 to 44 years who were without
disabilities varied with economic cycles, declin-
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ing in the recessions occurring in the early 1980°s
and 1990’s and rising with the expansion of the
mid- through late 1980°s. Overall, however, their
rates changed very little between 1970 and 1990.
{See chart 1, panel 1.) Likewise, the labor force
participation rates of men 18 to 44 years who
had disabilities also rose and fell with economic
cycles, but with each major peak and trough, the
rate declined from the previous one. The pattern
among men 45 to 54 years was similar: men in
this age group who were without disabilities main-
tained relatively high labor force participation rates
throughout the period, while labor force participa-
tion among those with disabilities eroded steadily.
(See chart 1, panel 2.) Among men 55 to 64 years,
labor force participation rates declined substantially
regardless of disability status, particularly in the
first part of the period covered. Still, the relative
change was greater for those with disabilities.

The dramatic increase in the labor force par-
ticipation rates of women without disabilities
spilled over to those with disabilities. (See chart
2.) The increase among women 18 to 44 years
with disabilities and women 45 to 54 years with
disabilities was especially noteworthy because
it continued throughout the entire period under
study, with the exception of the early 1980’s.
Thus, although the exit of men from the labor
force—particularly older men with disabilitics—
abated somewhat in the 1980’s, the entry of women,
including those with disabilities, continued.

Chart 3 shows aggregated data on the labor
force participation of men and women with dis-
abilities. Younger workers with disabilities ex-
perienced increased labor force participation
rates from 1970 to 1992, but the recessions of
the mid-1970’s and early 1980’s affected them
more than they did persons 45 to 54 years and
55 to 64 years with disabilities. Participation rates
of those 45 to 54 years with disabilities were rea-
sonably stable over the period, falling slightly in
the 1970’s and then rising somewhat in the 1980’s.
Persons 55 to 64 years with disabilities saw their
labor force participation rates fall substantially
between 1970 and 1983 and then recover some-
what in the mid- to late 1980’s, before slipping
during the recession of the early 1990’s.

Table | shows the change in the proportion of
each gender, age, and disability group in the la-
bor force from 1970-72 to 1990-92. (Rather than
use the single starting year 1970 and ending year
1992, we average the data over 1970-72 and
1990-92, to provide more stable estimates of the
proportions.) The proportion of all working-age
adults in the labor force surged 13.7 percent from
1970 to 1992. This increase included persons
with disabilities, whose participation rate in-
creased by a lesser 1.1 percent. All of the increase

text continues on page 41.




Chart 1. Labor force participation of men without and with disabilities, by age, 1970-92
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Chanl 2. Labor force participation of women without and with disabilities, by age, 1970-92
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Chart 3. Labor force participation of persons with disabilities, by age, 1970-92
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among persons with disabilities was posted by
women, those 18 to 44 years seeing their rate
grow by 49.6 percent and those 45 to 54 years
experiencing a 44.2-percent rise.

The reduction in labor force participation
among men with disabilities was part of the gen-
eral drop in men’s labor force participation. Indeed,
for men, only those 18 to 44 years who were with-
out disabilities experienced an increase in their
rates—a scant 1.0 percent at that. Substantial de-
clines in labor force participation rates occurred
among men 55 to 64 years who were without dis-
abilities and among all men with disabilities.

The small increase of 1.1 percent in the labor
force participation rate of persons with disabili-
ties masks substantial declines among men with
disabilities in each age group and substantial
gains among women 18 to 44 years and 45 to 54
years who had disabilities. Compared with men
without disabilities, men with disabilities fared
much more poorly at every age. In contrast,
women in the preceding age groups, both with
and without disabilities, experienced comparable
percent increases in their labor force participa-
tion rates. However, these gains must be put in
perspective. Women with disabilities may have
shared proportionally in a general trend toward
women’s participation in the labor force, but they

had only about 60 percent as great a labor force
participation rate as women without disabilities
at the beginning and at the end of the period.
And they have not yet caught up with men with
disabilities, although the ratio of their labor force
participation rate relative to these men’s did rise
substantially, from 0.48 in 1970-72 to 0.79 in
1990-52. Thus, women with disabilitizs shared
in the increasing labor force participation rate of
all women, but substantial gaps remain between
them and women without disabilities and be-
tween them and men, both with and without
disabilities.

Table 2 uses data from the National Health
Interview Survey and the CPS to trace the labor
market dynamics of persons with and without
disabilities for 1981-92, the period covered by
both surveys. Both surveys indicate that, over the
entire span, persons with disabilities experienced
an increase in their labor force participation rates
slightly smaller than that of persons without dis-
abilities. Both surveys also indicate that persons
with disabilities had a substantially larger falloff
in their rates than did those without disabilities
during the recessions in the early 1980°s and
1990’s and that persons with disabilities sustained
a substantially larger increase in their rates dur-
ing the expansionary period 1983-90,
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The findings from the CP$ on the change in
the proportion of persons with and without dis-
abilities who work part time for economic rea-
sons are broadly consistent with CPS results con-
cerning overall labor force participation rates. For
the entire period 1981-92, persons with disabili-
ties experienced almost twice the increase of
persons without disabilities in the proportion
working part time for economic reasons. Not
surprisingly, they sustained a larger increase in
this category during the recession of the early
1980’s and a smaller decrease in the expansion-
ary period of 1983-90. However, contrary to
expectations, persons with disabilities did not
experience as large a relative increase in the pro-
portion working part time for economic reasons
as did persons without disabilities during the re-
cent recession. Even so, the absolute proportion
working part time for economic reasons remains
larger (10.0 percent, compared with 5.6 percent).

Footnotes

IN sUM, the data presented in this article are con-
sistent with the notion that persons with disabili-
ties tend to be hired in good times—even more
so than those without disabilities—and displaced
in bad times—again, even more so than those
without disabilities. Thus, the labor force par-
ticipation of persons with disabilities would ap-
pear to be tied to phenomena that transcend eco-
nomic cycles, as well as to the economic cycles
themselves. For example, just as older men gen-
erally did, men with disabilities experienced a
decline in labor force participation over the pe-
riod of study, but in a more pronounced form. In
contrast, women with disabilities saw their par-
ticipation rates expand as a part of the general
expansion in the rates of all women. The labor
force participation rates of young women in pat-
ticular increased by about half between the
first and last 3-year periods covered in the

r

study. i
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