Work While Receiving Disability Insurance Benefits:
Additional Findings From the New Beneficiary
Followup Survey
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This article uses the New Beneficiary Followup Survey to describe the
characteristics of beneficiaries who work after award of benefits and exam-
ines some aspects of the process by which work attempts come about. It also
addresses questions of why beneficiaries work, how postentitlement jobs
differ from those held prior to award of benefits, and the relationship be-
tween health status and work.

Most of the beneficiaries who worked did so for reasons of financial need
and worked without attributing this decision to an improvement in their
health. Those most likely to work were young and had higher levels of
schooling. The likelihood of working was the same across the range of
disabling health conditions. Many different approaches led to job offers, and
most beneficiaries who worked did not return to their previous employer. The
first postentitlement job had less exertion, fewer hours, and lower pay than
did the job held immediately prior to award.
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Disability Insurance (DI} benefits are
awarded to persons whose medically
determinable physical or mental impair-
ment is expected either to result in death
or to last for a continuous period of not
less than 12 months. While persons
awarded benefits have impairments that
often make it difficult for them to return
to a level of substantial gainful activity
(SGA), the Social Security Administra-
tion {(SSA) has formally encouraged the
return to work by establishing several
work incentives. Among these incentives
are the trial work period, extended
Medicare eligibility, and limited funding
of rehabilitation services for DI benefi-
ciaries through State Vocational Rehabili-
tation (VR) agencies. Beneficiaries may
make use of DI program work incentive
provisions or they may seek and obtain
employment after award without
recourse to these program features.

The decision to try to work, and the
mechanisms of job search, job attain-
ment, and sustained employment can
follow channels that differ in their
approach and rate of success.

This article describes the characteris-
tics of beneficiaries who work
and some aspects of the process by
which the return to work comes about.
Beneficiaries who attempt some post-
entitlement work are likely to be of
special interest in disability program
analysis. Over the period beginning in
1989 and ending in 1994, the number
of DI-disabled worker beneficiaries
grew from about 2.8 million to nearly
4 million, a 40-percent increase. Benefit
payments for the DI total program grew
from about $23 billion in calendar year
1989 to nearly $38 billion in 1994, an
increase of 65 percent. This program
growth is the result not only of increases
in the number of applications and
awards, but also the declining rate of
persons leaving the DI rolls due to either
medical recovery or return to work.

An earlier report cited an estimate that,
“...fewer than 3 percent of all beneficia-
ries terminate from the DI program due
to a work recovery.”! Clearly, identifying
factors associated with work resumption
and a description of job search mecha-
nisms can directly inform SSA’s work
incentive policies.

Social Security Bulletin * Vol. 60, No. 1, 1997



New Beneficiary
Data System

Sections of the New Beneficiary Data System (NBDS)
provide information on postentitlement labor-force activities of
disabled beneficiaries. Its initial phase was the New Benefi-
ciary Survey (NBS) conducted in 1982. There were 5,188
persons sampled. These persons were awarded disability
benefits from mid-1980 to mid-1981. In 1992, the New
Beneficiary Followup (NBF) reinterviewed the NBS sample
persons who were still living. To augment the total number of
the disabled in the NBDS, an additional 3,000 beneficiaries
(entitled in the 1980-81 period) whose administrative record
indicated some postentitlement work experience were incorpo-
rated into the NBF. These persons comprise the disability add-
on sample.

The population for this article consists of all DI beneficia-
ries who were first entitled between June 1980 and June 1981,
were awarded benefits before May 1982, survived up to June
1992, and personally participated in their interviews. A
weighted population total of 137,144 DI beneficiaries meet
these criteria.

The interview data provide information on the following
labor-force activities: work/no work decision, hours and weeks
worked, use of program work incentives, use of vocational
rehabilitation services, and assessments of job site and
employer accommodations to the workers’ impairments.
These data combine cross-sectional as well as retrospective
accounts of postentitlement work experiences.

An earlier Social Security Bulletin article by Hennessey
and Muller entitled “Work Efforts of Disabled-Worker
Beneficiaries” presented data from the NBF.? In that article,
many important aspects of beneficiary work return were
addressed in a comprehensive manner and essential data were
presented on the characteristics of persons who return to
work. This article is a complement to that one in that it
broadens the scope of the preliminary findings. Several of the
data tables in that article have been expanded by adding
different personal classifiers, and data on additional work
variables are presented as well. Following the previous article’s
call to “...assess the work return experience,” this article adds
to the detail about the phenomenon of disabled-worker
beneficiary work return.

Standard Errors
of Percentages

As noted earlier, the NBF data come from a multiple-stage
sample design. An analysis of the NBF data disclosed that the
variances of percentage estimates used in constructing stan-
dard error tables differ according to the source of the sample
(NBS or disability add-on). Standard errors for each estimated
percentage were constructed through a series of half-sample
variance calculations. All statistical comparisons discussed in
this article were tested at a significance level of 0.05.

Identifying DI Beneficiaries Who Work

Persons awarded DI benefits, by definition, have long-term
severe health problems that affect their ability to keep regular
work schedules and to perform job tasks. Yet many disabled
persons do work while still receiving DI benefits, successfully
coping with their health-related work disability. Data on these
persons are presented in table 1.

Of the entire NBF population of 137,144 persons, almost
one-fourth (22.2 percent) report working in some job since
they were entitled to DI benefits in 1981. Females (21.0
percent) are just as likely to have been employed as are males
(22.8 percent), and a similar proportion of whites and blacks
(22.0 and 20.6 percent, respectively) reported working at a job
sometime in the 10-year NBS-NBF period.

Both level of educational attainment and the age of the
beneficiary showed consistent relationships to making a work
attempt, albeit in opposite directions (chart 1). Educational
attainment had a positive association with making work
attempts; the higher the level of education, the greater the
proportion of persons who worked. Persons with some
education beyond high school (35.4 percent) were almost four
times as likely to have made a work attempt as were persons
whose education did not extend beyond grade school

Table 1.—Demographic characteristics of persons who worked
at any time after award of DI benefits

- . Work status
Attt
‘ Worked
|
| Did not after
Characteristic Total Percent! work| entitlement
All persons............. 137,444 100 77.8 222
Gender:
Female......c.coocvvenennnn, 44,517 100 79.0 21.0
Male....oooviiviiiinaiain, 92,627 100 77.2 22.8
Race:
White....oovoiiiiiiic 111,510 100 78.0 22.0
Black.....cccooveiivirniiinnn. 19,869 100 79.4 20.6
37,263 100 90.7 9.3
29,275 100 80.3 19.7
44,503 100 72.6 27.4
22,270 100 64.4 354
9,648 100 40.6 59.4
15,661 100 52.4 47.6
17,524 100 74.3 25.7
36,244 100 86.7 13.3
57,200 100 86.5 13.5
Marital status in 1992 |
Married.....c.coovieeeerirnens 81,604 100 80.2 19.8
Previously married....... 41,623 100 79.4 20.6
58.6

Never married............... 13,826

100 414
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(9.3 percent). The group with a high school diploma even had a
higher percentage of persons who attempted work (27.4 percent)
than did those who did not finish high school (19.7 percent). The
data in table 1 disclose an inverse relationship between age and
postentitlement employment. Younger beneficiaries were more
likely to have been employed than were older workers. Approxi-
mately half of the beneficiaries in the two age groups under age
35 reported working at a job sometime in the 1981-92 period.
The percentages for persons age 35-44, 45-54, and 55-62 were
considerably below this level (25.7, 13.3, and 13.5 percent,
respectively). With regard to marital status reported at the time
of the NBF, almost one-half (41.4 percent)
of those who never married reported
working at a job sometime during the
previous 10 years. This contrasts sharply
with the 20-percent level for those who
were married or who had previously been
married, and may reflect that persons who
never married are also likely to be younger
beneficiaries.

Among those beneficiaries who reported
any form of work activity in the NBS-NBF
study period, some were working at the time
of the NBF survey. The data for these
persons are presented in tables 2 and 3.

Using persons who worked at any time
from 1982 to 1991 as its base percentage,
over one- half (57.4 percent) of those with
any postentitlement work episodes were
currently working at the time of the survey
(table 2). There did not appear to be any
systematic relationships between currently
working and any of the workers’ back-
ground characteristics. There were no
differences between females and males or
between whites and blacks. The same
proportion of persons reported current work
regardless of educational attainment, age, or
marital status. In all cases, approximately
half of postentitlement workers reported
work activity in 1991.

The data in table 3 describe current
work status according to the number of
hours worked in a typical week. In each of 40
the demographic categories, over half of the
currently working beneficiaries worked 40
hours or more. Reduced schedules (20 or
less hours) were worked by about one-fifth
of the group that worked in 1991. The only 20
exception to this finding was the relatively
high proportion (41.1 percent) of persons
aged 63 to 70 who worked 20 hours or less.
Even for this age category, one-third (34.8
percent) reported a work week of 40 hours
or more.

The NBDS collected information on

Percent

Percent

16-25

0-8 years

work each year from 1983 to 1991. A variable was
constructed that tallied the number of years in which some
form of labor-force participation was indicated by the NBS
sample person (table 4). This variable is a measure of the
consistency of beneficiary work activity. There was no
difference in work activity experience for females and
males. Slightly more than one-fourth of both males and
females worked for sometime within 1 to 3 of the reporting
years, or in all 9 years of the period. With two exceptions,
no noticeable differences were found between ethnic, age,
educational, and marital status groupings. First, those who

Chart 1.—Persons who worked at any time after award of DI Benefits

9-11 years

High school 13 or
grad more years

Educational attainment

35-44
Age at entitlement
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worked in the 9-year NBS-NBF period and who at least had
a high school diploma were slightly more likely to report
working in all years than were those with lesser education.
Second, persons who never married had the lowest proportion
(19.2 percent) of those who reported working for 3 years

or less.

The NBF also provided some detail about the first job held
by persons who engaged in postentitlement work. In table 5,
data are presented on the weekly schedules worked by DI
beneficiaries in their first job. The distribution of the number
of hours worked in the first job was essentially the same
across the demographic groupings. Approximately half of the
first jobs were full-time work, that is, 40 or more hours per
week. Working for 20 or less hours per week was the second
most likely schedule.

Looking at the cross-sectional data of table 3 (hours
worked at the time of the NBF) together with table 5 (hours
worked in first postentitlement job), it appears that although
few beneficiaries worked, more than half of the work attempts
involved working full time. This observation points to several
possible explanatory factors: the relative scarcity of part-time
employment opportunities, the determination of beneficiaries
to test their physical limitations in the work place, the desire to
attain preentitlement levels of income, or the positive effect of
employer accommodations on work activity.

Table 2.—Demographic characteristics of persons reporting
some work in the NBS-NBF period, by work status in 1992

[ f 19?27w0rk status

¢;.7,
I R

Not
Currently| currently
Characteristic Total Percentl working, working
All persons............. 28,842 100 57.4 42.6
Gender: '
Female..........ccc.ooeeen. 8,786 100 56.8 432
100 57.7 423
100 589 41.1
100 51.0 49.0
100 47.4 326
9-11 years 5,378 100 56.7 43.3
High school grad.......... 11,513 100 61.4 38.6
13 or more years........... 7,576 100 56.0 44.0
Age in 1992:
26-34. 4,386 100 60.2 39.8
35-44....... 8,248 100 62.1 37.9
45-54....... 4,346 100 51.9 48.1
55-62....... 3,358 100 60.0 40.0
63-70civiiieeeren 6,099 100 59.4 40.6
Marital status in 1992: j
Married.........ocooieneenen. 15,236 100 59.9 40.1
Previously married....... 7,992 100 50.3 49.7
60.4

Never married............... 5,524

100

Reasons for Returning to Work

The ability to work despite having a severe health condi-
tion is a phenomenon that SSA policymakers want to under-
stand. By engaging in substantial gainful activity, individuals
display the capability to reenter the labor force, sustain that
labor-force activity, and leave the DI program. If SSA can
ascertain why beneficiaries return to work, tests and incentives
can be devised that identify the most likely work returnees.
Boosting the rate of work return in the disabled beneficiary
population can reduce, or at least slow, growth in DI program
expenditures.

Referring to the first postentitlement job, those NBF
respondents who worked were asked why they returned to the
labor force. The number of persons who responded affirma-
tively to each of 10 reasons for work return is reported in table
6. As many reasons as apply were selected by the NBF
respondents (chart 2). Financial need was cited by almost
four-fifths (78.2 percent) of the working respondents. Over
one-half the respondents (58.3 percent) said that they went
back to work (in their first postentitlement job) because they
wanted to work. Over one-third (34.9 percent) indicated that
improved health was a factor in work return. What is most
striking about this finding is that for a majority (65.1 percent)
of working beneficiaries, work began without attributing the
start to improved health.

Table 3.—Demographic characteristics of persons working at a
job in 1992, classified according to hours worked per week

| Hours in work week

; ‘ 20 or! 40 or
Characteristic ‘ Total[ Percent less| 21-39] more
| ) e
Gender: i
4,724 100 275 23.8 48.7
11,149 100 174 234 59.2
13,284 100 20.5 24.8 547
1,880 100 25.1 16.3 58.6
1,402 100 22.1 28.0 499
9-11 years.....ccoevvenneas 2,830 100 209 29.5 49.6
High school grad........, 6,974 100 19.0 18.0 63.0
13 or more years......... 4,076 100 23.9 253 50.8
Age in 1992:
100 18.3 15.7 66.2
100 9.3 24.2 66.6
100 13.5 26.7 59.8
100 18.1 32.8 56.0
100 41.1 242 34.8
Marital status in 1992:
Married.......c...ccvooneen. 8,761 100 183 21.3 60.3
Previously married..... 3,839 100 23.8 25.7 50.4
Never married............ 3,182 100 226 27.4 50.0
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Table 6 also presents the responses to reasons for working
by gender, race, age, educational attainment, and first job
work schedule. Men and women shared the same profile of
responses to the list of reasons. There were no differences in
the proportion of “yes” answers between men and women for
any response. Further, there were no differences between
blacks and whites. For all groupings, financial need was the
reason most often cited, and close to 60 percent of the
beneficiaries worked in their first job without reporting
improved health. The profile of reasons did not vary by either
age or level of schooling, neither in terms of the ordering of
frequency with which reasons were selected, nor in the
proportion of persons in a specific age or education grouping
who selected the reason. There was some noticeable differ-
ence in the profile between those who worked less than 20
hours per week and those who worked full time in the first
postentitiement job. Greater proportions of full-time workers
cited financial need than did part-time workers.

In addition to reporting a profile of reasons for taking the
first postentitlement job, NBF respondents indicated which
reason they deemed most important. These tabulations are
shown in table 7. The predominant reason (over 50 percent for
all demographic subcategories) for return to work was financial
need (chart 3). The second reason cited as most important was
wanting to work. Approximately 10 percent of all first job

Table 4—Demographic characteristics of persons reporting
some work in the NBS-NBF period, according to number of
years worked

‘ Work reported for—
| -3 48  All9
!

Characteristic Total| Percent| years: years years
Gender:
Female........cooovvvrennnn. L 8,461 100 281 44.9 27.0
Male......ccoovvviriinn i 19,611 100 31.2 394 29.5
Race |
White....cooorvrvvvrne. | 22,686 100 293 410 297
Black......ccccoovvverveennnn. | 3,610 100 339 38.9 27.2
Educational attainment: '
0-8 years................ ' 3,081 100 354 405 24.1
9-11 yearS.......occeeurne 5,277 100 33.2 45.5 21.3
High school grad....... 11,153 100 275 39.2 33.3
13 or more years......... 7,381 100 302 43.1 26.7
Age at entitlement:
100 25.1 39.6 353
100 26.0 42.9 31.2
100 288 45.7 25.6
100 31.7 39.3 29.0
100 390 382 22.8
Marital status in 1992:
Married......cc.ocoueene... 15,015 100 322 39.2 28.7
Previously married...., 7,702 100 345 42.4 23.1
449 358

Never married........... 1 5,265 100 192

holders said that rehabilitation services were the most
important factor in the labor-force reentry decision. No more
than 10 percent in any grouping in table 7 indicated that
improved health was the main reason why they returned to
work. With only two exceptions, there were no pronounced
differences within groups. Over one-quarter (28.8 percent) of
those aged 55-62 in 1982 cited their personal preference to
work as the most important reason. In the breakdown of the
NBF sample according to the number of hours worked at the
first job, 23.7 percent of those who worked 20 hours or less
gave wanting to work as the most important reason.

In addition to the retrospective data reported in tables 6
and 7, data were available on reasons for working for those
holding jobs at the time of the NBF.* These working benefi-
ciaries had been entitled to DI benefits for a period of 9
years. In 1991, the population was, by definition, older and
had been on the DI rolls for a longer period of time (tables 8
and 9). The rank order within the distribution of reasons for
each of the two jobs (first postentitlement and current) was
the same. However, there were some differences in how high
a percentage of persons cited specific reasons for working.
More persons in 1991 (table 8) expressed family concerns
than did persons in their first postentitlement job: financial
need (88.8 percent), to raise the level of living (53.7 percent),
and to finance a specific purchase (18.6 percent). For both
Jjobs, three-fifths of the persons said they wanted to work,
and two-fifths reported that improved health was a factor in
their working. The data in table 8 do not disclose any gender,
racial, or age differences in the profile of reasons for

Table 5.—Demographic characteristics of persons working at
their first postentitlement job, classified according to hours
worked per week

‘ 7 Hours in work week
1 20 or| 40 or
Characteristic Total! Percent less] 21-39] more
Gender:
Female...........cooevvens 8,186 100 24.1 24.1 51.8
Male.....ccoovvirvirirnenien 18,858 100 262 19.8 54.0
Race
White.......cooveivrennnn 21,924 100 258 20.9 53.2
Black......coovvrverinnnn. 3,715 100 243 25.4 50.3
Educational attainment
2,832 100 162 22.7 61.1
4,921 100 25.6 26.6 47.9
High school grad....... 10,974 100 293 17.6 53.0
13 or more years........ 7,358 100 237 21.4 55.0
Age at entitlement:
16-25..coiieiin, 5,206 100 246 18.9 56.6
26-34.ciiiiii 6,538 100  26.0 23.2 50.9
35444, 4,163 100 19.2 18.3 62.5
4,008 100 235 22.2 54.4
5562 6,869 100  30.5 21.7 47.8
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Chart 2.—Reasons for returning to first postentitlement job

Reasons

Financial need

To raise your level of living

Social Security benefits had stopped

To finance a specific purchase

Your personal preference—you wanted to work
You found a job after a period of unemployment
Your health improved so that you could work

Your Medicare benefits would not be affected by work

Your spouse’s health changed
Rehabilitation services made you able to work
Some other reason(s)

20 40

60

Percent citing reason

Table 6.—Reasons for returning to first postentitlement job, by demographic characteristics

[In percents]

—— e

l'i

Gender Race Age at entltlement

b=

Educauonal anamment

80

Hours in work week

100

. - I —

, ; W Hrgh 13 or]
‘ \ ‘ 0-8 9-11 school more 20 or! 40 or
Reason Total Female Male| Black Whrte\ 16- 25‘ 26- 34 35 44’ 45- 54J 55+ 62Lyear5\ years grad years less\ 21-39! more
Financial need...........ccccovevrrnen. 78.2 802 773 734 784 808 815 79.6 784 712 86.1 856 75.0 744 677 849 792
To raise your level of living......... 433 394 450 444 428 458 535 391 369 375 327 436 455 442 387 452 46l
Social Security benefits had
SEOPPEQ..ceevivreeerricniereaenens | 9.7 82 104 106 97 106 124 153 70 45 107 114 9.2 9.7 4.5 122 117
To finance a specific purchase....., 11.6 114 117 121 122 128 189 82 79 78 107 144 127 75 126 11.1 110
Your personal preference—you
wanted to work...........cceoninnnnan 583 589 581 525 602 504 673 499 570 61.7 453 521 606 639 658 544 578
You found a job after a period |
of unemployment..............coeeun.e. \ 213 173 231 253 207 235 315 145 145 174 147 195 238 223 235 185 215
Your health improved so that |
you could work.........c.coereinnen. 349 332 357 444 347 399 363 328 322 33.0 280 339 367 338 285 338 3946
Your Medicare benefits would
not be affected by work................ 32 33 31 2.1 34 26 40 25 45 24 33 38 23 4.2 52 28 21
Your spouse’s health changed...... \‘ 2.6 13 3.1 3 29 23 22 24 43 22 31 69 8 12 38 52 1.0
Rehabilitation services made 1
you able to WOrk......c...coccvericnnnn 14.1 126 148 184 136 168 208 130 119 71 99 72 18.6 146 158 83 166
Some other reason(s)..........cveceuennn 137 13, 8 13.7 10 7 13 9 l3.6 10.5 150 161 149 53 135 127 193 242 134 78
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Chart 3.—Percent distribution of most important reason for returning to first postentitlement job

To raise your level of living
Social Security benefits had stopped

To finance a specific purchase

Your personal preference—you wanted to work

You found a job after a period of unemployment

Your health improved so that you could work
Your Medicare benefits would not be affected by work

Your spouse’s health changed

Rehabilitation services made you able to work

Some other reason(s)

Financial need

Reasons

20

40
Percent citing reason
Table 7.—Most important reason for returning to first postentitlement job, by demographic characteristics
[In percents]
Gender Race Age at entitlement Educational attainment Hours in work week
‘ High| 13 or 5
l‘ 1 0-8| 9-11| school| more| 20 or 40 or
Reason TotalJ Female] Male| Blacki White| 16-25| 26-34| 35-44| 45-54) 55-62| years| years| grad| years| less 21-39| more
Total percent................. 100.0 - 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Financial need...........coccconivinenne . 565 554 569 519 3573 569 625 586 577 476 676 653 535 49.0 460 614 575
To raise your level of living........ 43 41 43 56 39 52 47 9 44 50 39 16 48 60 53 23 46
Social Security benefits had
SOPPEd. .o eeveerere e 1.2 1.6 10 8 14 14 10 33 .6 331 9 9 13 2 9 20
To finance a specific purchase.... 1.0 1.8 7 1.8 1.0 1.0 2 4 22 15 19 38 2 29 1 5
Your personal preference—you
wanted t0 WOrK........cococorvrirennnn. 194 211 187 174 197 173 187 122 166 288 171 142 203 225 237 192 185
You found a job after a period
of unemployment...........cccccuennnee. 3 4 2 3 I 9 5
Your health improved so that
you could Work..........ccocvinncne 7.0 63 72 135 6.1 72 42 105 73 71 1.6 44 94 75 48 5.1 9.3
Your Medicare benefits would
not be affected by work.............. 1 1 A 3 5 2
Your spouse’s health changed..... 1.5 20 12 5 1.7 13 1.9 29 11 5 4 5 24 14 22 1.8
Rehabilitation services made
you able to Work.......c..coceveniine 8.5 69 93 67 87 99 51 110 88 93 38 85 86 104 139 108 5.1
Some other reason(s).................. 4 9 2 1.7 2 9 8 3 1.0 i .1 .8 1.0 2
Qacial Qariiritv Rilletin e Val &40 Na 1 1007 Q

60



working. However, people who did work full time (40 or more
hours a week) were more likely to attribute their working to
financial need (90.9 percent) than were those persons who
worked 20 hours or less per week.

Table 9 shows the percentage distributions for the most
important reasons for working at the time of the NBF. Two-
thirds of the respondents said the most important reason for
working was financial need. Wanting to work was the second
reason cited as most important, followed by the desire to raise
their level of living. There was no appreciable difference in
either the rank order or in the percentage citing a specific
reason as most important for the different groups in table 9.
Only for those working 40 or more hours was the proportion
citing financial need (71.1 percent) noticeably different than
for part-time workers (51.0 percent).

For the two different job referents, first postentitlement
work and NBF (1991) work, the profile of reasons for
working and the rating of which reason is most important was
the same. Financial concerns appeared to drive the decision
while improved health, although a factor in the labor-force
decision process, was not as prominent as might have been
thought. The personal preference of wanting to work was

acknowledged by 60 percent of the workers for both the first
and NBF (1991) jobs, but at most only one-fifth cited this
reason as the single most important determining factor in their
decision to work.

Locating a Job

Once the decision is made to reenter the labor force, the
DI beneficiary is likely to seek work for which there are
openings. There are several sources of leads for jobs. Indi-
viduals can implement job-seeking strategies on their own,
through informal information networks, or by using the
resources of vocational placement professionals. The NBF
asked a series of questions about how beneficiaries looked for
their first postentitlement job. These data are useful because
they are based on the actual experiences of a representative
segment of the disabled-worker population. The Bulletin
article referred to earlier, “Work Efforts of Disabled-Worker
Beneficiaries,” showed what methods were used. In this
analysis, the focus is on ascertaining whether specific job
search techniques varied according to different labor-force
goals and different disabled beneficiary characteristics.

Table 8.—Reasons for returning to job held at time of NBF by demographic characteristics

[In percents]

i Gender Race Age in 1992 Educational attainment | Hours in work week
; | : i ; ‘
‘ ‘ ‘ High| 13 or
i ; 1 . 0-8 9-11 school| more| 20or 40 or
Reason ’> Total| Female Male‘ Black| White|26-34]35-44|45-54155-62 63-70‘ years; years  grad| years| less| 21-39 | more
|
Financial need.............ccooveveenee. 888 904 881 902 889 908 939 950 802 79.8 894 919 845 928 785 923 909
To raise your level of living........ . 537 516 545 553 53.6 595 582 483 61.6 46.1 407 492 58.5 542 554 485 562
Social Security benefits had ‘
StOPPEd....eiiier e 9.7 88 10.1 12,6 93 74 125 116 96 44 93 114 66 123 5.5 78 135
To finance a specific purchase...... 18.6 207 177 145 197 255 239 127 109 148 21.8 19.1 21.5 132 252 151 171
Your personal preference—you ‘
wanted to WOrk.........ccceereeeeennnn, 654 658 652 632 673 696 689 477 658 667 478 623 702 659 79.0 588 650
You found a job after a period
of unemployment...........cccceeo..... 1 209 214 206 168 21.0 184 287 164 197 167 138 207 21.6 246 241 216 210
Your health improved so that
you could work........c.ccoecnnevinnnen. 38.0 442 354 351 396 374 428 352 466 332 241 396 37.2 413 329 398 402
Your Medicare benefits would
not be affected by work.............. 35 29 37 5.1 33 38 29 16 18 65 32 1.7 4.6 34 6.2 1.8 35
Your spouse’s health changed...... 2.4 21 25 2.8 S 25 15 48 36 26 80 1.0 9 2.9 48 1.2
Rehabilitation services made
you able to Work...........occveennnn. 172 139 186 190 168 198 243 121 16.1 123 103 86 215 196 255 79 182
To raise your level of Social
Security benefits..........ccccevreenns . 82 74 85 123 79 95 85 74 57 103 71 102 7.5 86 104 81 638
To raise your pension benefits..... 7.6 7.7 75 152 64 11.1 58 128 54 58 40 98 7.1 8.8 6.3 46 78
Some other reason(s).................. 11.2 92 121 133 104 163 56 7.8 127 164 123 98 9.5 158 195 146 6.5
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It is necessary to bear in mind that the search activity data
for the first job are available for no more than 28,000 persons
out of the total NBF population of 137,144, and that no more
than 10,000 persons engaged in any of the specific job search
activities. With small base counts for the percentages, this
article will highlight only the largest differences found in
tables 10 and 11.

For the NBF sample as a whole, the three most often cited
job search activities were (1) asking a friend about an opening
where he or she worked, (2) checking about ads for job
openings, and (3) directly canvassing employers about avail-
able jobs (table 10). For each of these activities, about two-
fifths of the respondents (those 28,000 persons who sought
work at any time after entitlement) said they tried that ap-
proach. No more than one-fifth followed up a lead from either
a State employment agency or a vocational rehabilitation
agency.

Looking at the demographic variables displayed in table 10,
the following differences can be noted. Two-fifths (41.7
percent) of white respondents directly contacted employers,
compared with less than one-third (30.7 percent) of black
respondents. Older beneficiaries were the least likely (30.9

percent) of any age group to go directly to potential employ-
ers. Persons with 8 years of education were the most likely
group (38.9 percent) to seek employment with their former
employer. Those who attended some college were the most
likely to respond to ads (45.8 percent).

The NBF data in table 10 also answer the question
of whether job search activities varied by kind of first job
sought. Activity profiles are presented for beneficiaries
looking for the same kind of job as that held prior to
entitlement, seeking a particular job or any type of employ-
ment, and looking for either part-time or full-time work.
About one-half (47.9 percent) of those who sought
postentitiement employment for the same kind of job as held
before the award of DI benefits, checked with their former
employer. However, this was not the only search mode used.
Over one-third of the same job seekers either asked friends,
answered ads, or checked with other employers for job
openings. For those who sought any kind of employment (in
contrast to limiting the search to a particular kind of job),
about one-quarter asked relatives about job openings (29.8
percent) and/or followed up vocational rehabilitation leads
(23.9 percent). Almost one-half (49.2 percent) checked with

Table 9.—Most important reason for working at time of NBF, by demographic characteristics

[In percents]

Gender Race ‘ Age in 1992 l Educational attainment ‘ Hours in work week
S -, S o S E R [ .
’ |  High 130
; : | | 08 911 schoo]: more| 20 0r§ 40 or
Reason Female| Male| Black: White: 26-34; 35-44} 45-54J 55-62 63-7011 years| years; grad. years‘ lessj 21-39| more
Total percent............. | 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Financial need............ccooconniinnns 652 658 775 641 657 691 765 638 536 616 735 635 659 510 642 711
To raise your level of living........ : 58 6.0 52 57 52 7.7 3.1 113 4.8 49 4.1 8.0 4.6 6.6 43 6.9
Social Security benefits had i
SEOPPEd e 3 21 60 8 1.3 1.6 2 5 N 1.2 1.2 6 1 3 2.5 1.0
To finance a specific purchase..... 1.6 4 1.0 3 2 1.0 24 4.5 1.6 .1 .1 2.8 A 4
Your personal preference—you
wanted to Work...........cccnniiinn. 16.8 158 9.7 17.0 157 146 85 109 280 179 124 16.8 170 256 128 134
You found a job after a period
of unemployment...............ccccove.
Your health improved so that
you could Work.....c..cccoeinniinnnn. 63 4.8 47 4.5 34 6.2 7.7 7.5 9 1.3 5.1 5.1 5.1 33 8.3 35
Your Medicare benefits would .
not be affected by work..............
Your spouse’s health changed..... .6 4 1 3 8 3
Rehabilitation services made
you able to work........ococvuniennns .1 3 i 4 3 1 9 2 3 6 2 7 2 6 1 6
To raise your level of Social
Security benefits...........cocovvenn. ; 3 .1 . 2 . 1 2 1 5 2 .6 4
i
To raise your pension benefits.....| 1.1 1.2 1 1 9 .5 2 2
Some other reason(s).................. : 3 1 1.5 54 79 19 19 41 83 71 1.3 5.2 60 97 73 24
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employers. The activity profile for those who sought part-time
work was essentially the same as that for full-time employ-
ment seekers, both in terms of rank order of activity fre-
quency and the rate of activity prevalence.

The NBF data also disclose how useful the job search
activities were in terms of leading to actual job offers. In
table 11, the percentages show the proportion of occur-
rences of each job search activity that led to a job offer.
Four activities were the most productive. In each of the
following modes, close to half said it led to a job offer:
checked where worked before (43.1 percent), asked a friend
about an opening where he or she worked (45.9 percent),
answered an ad (40.1 percent), and followed up a vocational
rehabilitation lead (51.9 percent). There was little variation
between demographic categories in table 11. The proportion
of older workers (53.8 percent) who received job offers after
checking where they worked before were higher than that for
other age groups. In over half the cases (53.1 percent) where
the respondents wanted the same kind of work as before
award of benefits and had checked with their previous
employer, there was a job offer. Where the respondents had
a particular job in mind, this selectivity was associated with a
higher proportion of job offers, regardless of the type of job
search activity. There were no differences in part-time/full-
time searches.

In summary, no one mode of job search predominated
among DI beneficiaries. There were no consistent differences
in search modes or in job offers received among demographic
groups. Profiles of search activity were the same regardless of
whether the first postentitlement job sought was full or part
time. Informal networks and renewal of contacts with previous
employers clearly did produce job offers. A search that
focused on a particular job also yielded job offers.

Comparison Between Preentitlement Work and First
Postentitlement Job

The NBF data permit analysis of some features of
postentitlement jobs that were accepted by DI beneficiaries.
The first postentitlement job can be one of two sorts. First, the
Jjob could be similar to the job held immediately prior to the
award of DI benefits because a small job transition requires
less adjustment on the part of the returning worker. A familiar
job fits with prior work experience. It can help to overcome a
beneficiary’s concerns about his or her ability to return to
work. Second, it is possible that postentitlement jobs can
differ markedly from preaward work. As the new job must in
some significant way(s) be tailored to the limitations of a
health-related work disability, it might not share many aspects

Table 10.-—Mode of job search for first postentitlement job, by demographic characteristics

[In percents]

| Job sought

Limitation on job | Working

} Gender Race Age at entitlement Educational attainment award search hours sought
; b R D e e T + - fo e —
\ ; ‘ I | T 1 Wanted |
; : f | i High| 13o0r i particular| Any:
| ‘ 1 i 0-8. 9—11; school| more] : kind of| employ-i Part | Full
Mode of search Totali Female| Male| Black| White|16-25] 26-34{35-44 45-54/55-62| years years| grad‘ years| Yesi No job| ment' time | time
Checked where you worked -
before.......ocovremninrnrriniinnnes i29.6 294 296 242 291 347 282 288 254 31.0 389 245 307 262 479 195 29.5 297 257 336
Asked a relative about a job  ;
opening where the relative
worked or did business............, 214 210 216 161 217 236 208 190 284 168 308 278 167 192 197 224 12.4 298 244 233
Asked a friend about a job ‘
opening where the friend |
worked or did business............ i 41.8 359 445 399 402 441 414 363 477 398 483 482 417 340 356 453 35.1 482 445 419
|
Answered an ad for a job 3
opening ‘ 373 360 379 341 369 387 370 421 341 359 204 411 325 458 350 386 29.2 448 354 420
Followed up a lead from the 1
State employment agency........ } 19.6 237 178 147 203 196 182 198 277 148 185 214 202 182 19.1 200 13.9 250 208 223
|
Followed up a lead from a i
vocational rehabilitation ‘
ALENCY ...t I 203 167 216 282 181 263 214 181 106 148 96 191 251 204 113 248 158 239 19.0 241
Checked with employers to
see if they had any openings... 412 412 412 307 417 464 419 376 508 309 498 480 367 390 379 43.1 32.7 492 406 468
Did something else................. . 184 244 157 210 182 166 153 152 287 179 154 192 136 266 167 192 19.2 174 211 155
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of preentitlement work. What sort of jobs were beneficiaries
likely to hold? The NBF data on preentitlement and
postentitlement job comparisons are shown in table 12.

In the first job held by beneficiaries who worked, slightly
less than one-third (30.6 percent) returned to work for the
same employer. Almost 40 percent of those who worked
indicated that they performed the same tasks as they did in
their last job before receipt of DI benefits. Almost two-thirds
(64.5 percent) reported they did less physically demanding
work; the remaining persons worked at either the same (18.6
percent) or more physically demanding work (16.9 percent).
Over half of the DI-worker beneficiaries (59.4 percent) had
reduced responsibilities on their new job, while almost one-
quarter (22.4 percent) assumed more responsibility. A greater
proportion worked fewer hours (56.8 percent) than those who
worked either the same or more hours compared to the job
held before DI benefit award. For only one-fifth (20.9 per-
cent) of the workers did the rate of pay in their first
postentitlement job exceed that earned before receipt of DI
benefits; two-fifths (43.5 percent) worked at a lower hourly
wage than they did previously. Analyses were performed (not
included in this article) to detect if there were any differences
in these comparisons according to age, gender, race, and
educational attainment. The only noteworthy variation was
that those with 8 years of schooling or less were more likely
(70.3 percent) to do comparatively less physically demanding

work upon their return than were workers who had post high
school training (52.8 percent).

The degree of similarity between preentitlement and
postentitlement jobs depended on whether or not the DI
beneficiary returned to the same employer (chart 4). As
shown in table 12, several factors did vary according to a
same employer/different employer classification. Three-
quarters (75.6 percent) of those who returned to work
for the same employer did the same tasks, while less
than one-quarter (24.4 percent) did the same tasks for
a different employer. This finding, coupled with the
observation that less than one-fifth (17.1 percent) of the
same-employer workers had physically more demanding
jobs, shows that employers did alter their requirements
for these returnees. These workers were more likely
(53.8 percent) to have the same or more hours than those
who had a job with a new employer (38.2 percent). Their
rate of pay met or exceeded their predisability level in
three-quarters of the cases, compared with less than
one-half (44.9 percent) for those who had a new
postentitlement employer.

Summing up the findings in this section, it seems that the
new job did accommodate the beneficiary’s work disability by
requiring less exertion, less responsibility, and fewer hours on
the job. Working for the same employer did more closely
approximate preentitlement work than did working for a

Table 11.—First postentitlement job search modes that led to job offers, by demographic characteristics

[In percents]

| Job sought
‘ same as
prior to DI | Limitation on job | Working
Gender Race L Ageat entitlement Educational attainment award search hours sought
[ b ‘ 1 | ‘ Wanted
} | | | | High! 13 or particular|  Any,
| ‘ 1 | ' | ‘ 0-8/  9-11- school} more . kind of| employ-{ Part| Full
Mode of Search Total Fema]e! Male| Black WhiteJ ]6—25% 26-34' 35-44| 45-54‘ 55-62) years| years grad, yearsi Yes, No job! ment] time| time
Checked where you worked
before....oovovieevinirrene e 43.1 386 451 303 452 466 384 338 323 538 527 437 453 397 S3.1 298 547 32.7 39.0 389
Asked a relative about a job
opening where the relative
worked or did business............ 30.1 276 313 403 300 261 347 557 194 208 314 334 253 311 339 285 432 256 300 284
Asked a friend about a job
opening where the friend 1
worked or did business............ I 459 508 440 440 465 460 560 514 268 475 332 393 525 548 47.1 454 63.1 352 428 417
Answered an ad for a job
OPEMINE. ....ceevierereerereiieeeieees 40.1 437 386 374 430 348 379 469 360 442 239 424 403 414 385 409 45.6 369 406 342
Followed up a lead from the
State employment agency........ 15.8 190 136 44 179 206 213 109 81 201 93 136 160 174 83 194 17.5 149 142 154
Followed up a lead from a
vocational rehabilitation
AEENCY oo veire e 51.9 470 536 651 49.8 51.8 58.1 48.8 427 456 447 528 536 510 574 506 61.9 455 483 507
Checked with employers to
see if they had any openings... 329 33.7 325 305 333 406 311 240 317 367 325 183 409 348 40.1 296 46.8 239 347 301
Did something else.................. | 64.6 645 646 680 636 669 493 905 486 836 774 483 687 69.1 765 595 79.8 48.8 64.7 60.0
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different employer, but most workers had a new employer in
the first postentitlement job. Whether this last finding is a
result of the worker’s choice is a question not addressed by
the NBF data.

Health and Work Activity of DI Beneficiaries

It is evident from the earlier sections of this article that
many DI beneficiaries do attempt to return to the labor force.
Questions can be raised as to the health of the work returnees:
Are they the healthiest among the beneficiaries? How healthy
do they think they are? Are persons with certain disabling
conditions more likely to work than others? To address these
issues NBF health information was analyzed together with data
on work status at the time of the questionnaire (1992). The
relationship between health and working is detailed in tables 13
and 14.

Table 13 presents a comparison of health status profiles for
the NBF population as a whole and for those working at the
time of the interview. From a list of 14 health conditions
respondents were asked to check all conditions that applied to
them at the time of the interview. Differences in distributions
between the two groups disclose whether any particular health
status categories were associated with postentitlement work
(chart 5). Those persons with one or two conditions made up

Table 12.—Pre- and postentitlement job comparisons

[In percents]

S [ 5 Different
Job factor | Total] Same employer| employer
S SV - SV (R S _—
Total percent... 100.0 100.0 100.0
Same employer
YeS.iooiirrirennnas | 306
J AL T ) 69.4
Same tasks ‘
YeS,ooeninniennin | 37.6 75.6 20.3
I\ TS | 62.4 24.4 79.7
Exertion ]
More.....ccovvernn ‘ 16.9 17.1 16.9
LeSS.vrarerisnsraniens | 64.5 62.6 64.8
Same.....co.ovrennee , 18.6 20.3 18.3
Responsibility
More before........ / 59.4 63.2 589
More after........... 22.4 17.1 23.2
About the same...! 18.2 19.8 17.9
|
Hours i
Fewer.....c.ccveveans ﬁ 56.8 46.2 61.8
Same or more...... | 43.2 53.8 382
|
Pay ‘
More.....c.ccvrneen. ‘ 20.9 14.4 242
Same.........cocouene. | 32.7 60.6 20.7
LesS.uierireirens &

43.5 24.0 53.1

a higher percentage of the working population (59.1 percent)
than they did of the NBF population as a whole (33.4 per-
cent). A disproportion was also found for those reporting 5 to
10 health conditions: They made up 10.1 percent of those
who were working in 1992 (at the time of the NBF survey), in
contrast to comprising 29.6 percent of the total NBF popula-
tion.

The fact that those who considered themselves to be in
better health were more likely to be working was reflected in
the data for two self-assessment measures. For ratings of

Table 13 —Health status of DI beneficiaries working at
time of NBF

Percent of | Percent worked
population| at time of NBF
— R -

Health factor ;

Number of limitations reported... 100.0 100.0
One or tWo.....ociiiiiiciicice \ 334 59.1
Three or four.........ccccooveeinnn. \ 37.1 289
Five to ten....cocooooveiiiiiiinn 29.6 10.1

Rating of general health................ { 100.0 100.0
Excellent......cccoooverviviieiinnnns | 2.1 8.4
Very good........coovviiiininninnnnn, 5.5 18.0
GOoOd...coveiiie e 15.5 32,6
Faileoocccce e | 29.8 29.0
POOT...oc f 46.7 12.8

Health compared to others............ : 100.0 100.0
Better.. ..o | 10.7 19.5
SAME...ovviiireci e } 33.0 48.6
WOTSE.....oviieiiieicericcee 55.7

33.0

Table 14.—Distribution of disabling conditions among
beneficiaries who worked at time of NBF

{ Percent with condition

! T’ Who

! worked at

In NBF \ time of

Medical condition | sample | NBF
Blindness, serious trouble seeing.................... 28.4 6.5
Cataracts, glaucoma........c.coveveereriernsareinnrennenns 22.0 6.9
Deafness.......ocoveiiieriie e ’ 253 6.8
Missing limb......cocooicice ‘ 3.1 15.5
Arthritis, rheumatism................ccoeoveviiieine 69.1 8.5
Deformity of limbs.........ccooeivviviviiiiiviices 45.6 11.0
Multiple sclerosis, cerebral palsy, epilepsy..... | 9.5 1.3
Paralysis of limbs.........ccoovvreininiviiniiin i 7.9 12.3
Asthma, emphysema, lung disorder................ | 26.5 6.4
Gallbladder, stomach, liver trouble................. | 23.1 7.5
DiIabetes.......cooiviiiiiiiee e 18.5 4.7
Kidney trouble 215 49
CaNCET...cuiciiieeiree e 6.3 6.1
Emotional problem/mental illness................... “ 40.8 6.9
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Chart 5.—Health of persons working at time of New Beneficiary Followup Survey
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general health, the proportion of those who replied that their
health was “excellent” or “good” was close to four times
greater among the 1992 working beneficiaries, as compared
with their proportion in the entire NBF population. Addition-
ally, those in “poor” health made up almost one-half

(46.7 percent) of the NBF population, yet only slightly more
than one-tenth (12.8 percent) of the 1992 working population.
In another self-assessment measure, the respondent compared
his or her health to other disabled persons. Proportionately,
more persons who said their health was “better” or the “same’
were working in 1992 than were found in the NBF population.
Those who reported their health as “worse” than others made
up one-third (33.0 percent) of the 1992 workers, while
comprising over one-half (55.7 percent) of the total NBF
population.

For the period during which the NBF questionnaire was
administered, it is possible to provide data that address the
question of how many persons worked with certain health
limiting conditions. With persons checking as many conditions
as they felt they had, the first column of table 14 shows the
proportion of the NBF population with each disabling condi-
tion. The most prevalent condition was arthritis/rheumatism,
affecting 69.1 percent of the population. The second column
shows that of those persons who reported having arthritis/
rheumatism conditions in 1992, 8.5 percent were working.
The other entries in the second column are interpreted in a
similar manner, as a percentage of the first column figure.
Overall, only a small fraction of persons with any given health
condition reported work activity in 1992. While the proportion
of persons with missing limbs had the highest proportion of
workers (15.5 percent), their number was quite small, as the
percentage is based on only 3.1 percent of the 137,144
persons in the NBF. It appears that for a single point in the
postentitlement period no single health condition was associ-
ated with extensive work activity, and there were no health
limitations that were substantially more likely to permit work
activity than any other.

]

Summary and Conclusions

From the foregoing analyses, the following picture emerges
about persons who work after award of DI benefits:

» Almost one-quarter of the sample population attempted
to reenter the labor force in the 10-year NBS-NBF
period.

« The higher the level of education, the greater the
proportion of persons who worked.

* Younger beneficiaries were more likely to work than
older beneficiaries.

« About half of the beneficiaries who worked did so on a
full-time (40-hour-or-more per week) basis.

* Most beneficiaries worked because of financial need.
The profile of reasons for working did not vary across
demographic groups and aspects of the first job held.

» Most beneficiaries began working without attributing this
decision to an improvement in their health.

» Individuals pursued different methods of job search. No
single approach emerged as the most successful. Job
search modes did not vary for different groups and
different jobs.

* Four activities were most likely to lead to job offers:
persons checking where they had worked before, asking
a friend, answering an ad, and following up a vocational
rehabilitation lead. These findings were not conclusive
because small numbers of persons engaged in these
activities.

» Thirty percent of DI workers returned to their
preentitlement employer.

» The beneficiaries’ first postentitlement jobs had less
exertion, fewer hours, and lower pay than did their job
held prior to award.

» The likelihood of working was the same across a broad
range of disabling health conditions.

In terms of work return policy, formal work return
programs aimed at young beneficiaries and those with higher
levels of educational attainment would produce the greatest
number of job placements. It appears that no targeting of
programs is necessary along gender lines. The anomalous
finding of an absence of the relationship between improvement
in health and labor-force reentry requires further investigation.
Any followup in this area of inquiry should plan to have the
data collected close to the time of postentitlement job entry.

Notes

'John C. Hennessey and L. Scott Muller, 1994, “Work Efforts of
Disabled-Worker Beneficiaries: Preliminary Findings From the New
Beneficiary Followup Survey,” Social Security Bulletin, Vol. 57, No. 3,
(Fall), pp. 42-51.

Ibid. pp. 42-51.

3bid. pp. 42-51.

1t is possible that the job at the time of the NBF was the same
as the first job. In these cases, the responses were included in each
set of distributions.
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