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Age, Work and Capacity Devaluation

by Joseph Greenblum*

To be awarded disability insurance benefits, an individual must have an
objectively determinable, severe medical condigion or impairment which,
according to Social Security regulations, is serious enough that it can be
presumed to keep the individual-from working. We know, however, that some
people who have medical conditions serious enough to qualify them for
disability benefits are nevertheless able to continue working while others who
consider themselves unable to work do not have a serious enough impairment to
qualify them for benefits. Whether or not a seriously impaired individual
files for Social Security disability insurance benefits (SSDI) will depend, in
part, on his own self-assessment of his ability to work, i.e., whether he
considers himself to be severely disabled, This self-assessment depends upon
many factors in addition to the actual severity of the individual's medical
condition. These factors, therefore, become important elements in the decision
to apply for SSDI benefits. This report examines how the relationship between
measures of actual individual functional capacity and individual
self-assessments of work capacity vary by age and other important job-related

attributes,
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Sample surveys have repeatedly found increasing rates of self-reported
disability with age. 1/ These self-assessments of disability often result in
reductions in work schedules and earnings levels, and eventually to total
cessation of work activity. If the actual impairment is severe enough, it may
lead ultimately to dependence on disability benefits and other public
income-maintenance programs; if the impairment is not severe enough, it may
nevertheless lead the person's to believe that he or she is severely disabled
and unable to work even though not eligible for disability benefits. These
outcomes are the culmination of a process in which aging is a major

catalyst. 3/

Underlying the relationship of age to self-reported work disability is the
obvious physiological relationship between age and health status. However,
social attitudes which link advancing age to declining work capacity may
encourage impaired middle-aged and older persons to devalue (i.e.,
underestimate) their residual abilities regardless of their actual functional
capacity. This would occur for example, if older workers think that they are
no longer able to meet the normative expectations that they or others have for
the work capacity that working-age persons should have, They may feel more
threatened by any actual reduction in work capacity or by technological change
which renders their skills obsolete. 3/ As a result, they may exaggerate the
effect of actual capacity losses on their ability to work. They would then
equate their capacity losses with disability (inability to work) and use them
as a legitimate excuse for withdrawing from the labor force--a course of action

which is socially acceptable because it is ostensibly the result of ill health.



This conceptual perspective was elaborated by Haber in a study utilizing data
from the first national survey of the disabled conducted by the Social Security
Administration in 1966. ﬁ/ That study found that near-aged men consistently
reported more severe disability than younger men independent of other factors
affecting severity such as health status, functional limitations, education,
océupation and the extent of heavy labor in the job held before the work
limitation began. The present study updates the earlier one with data from the
1972 Social Security Survey of Disabled and Nondisabled Adults, utilizing more
comprehensive measures of capacity loss and of exertional work requirements.

The present study alsoc extends the analysis to include women.

In reexamining the teiationship between age and capacity devaluation, this
analysis takes into account a variety of factors relating to pre-onset work
history and work setting that have been shown by previous studies to affect the
incidence of self-reported disability, particularly among older workers. The
influence of work environment, particularly job modification, on the continued
employment of impaired persons was shown by Nagi. 5/ Pérnes found that the
likelihood of retirement for health reasons was greatest among workers with low
socio-economic status, where unfavorable job circumstances would tend to
discourage work. 6/ Luft demonstrated that the specific physical requirements
of an individual's job had an even greater impact on the probability of
self-assessed work disability than did occupation, income, or education. 7/ 1In
a small sample of arthritis cases among working-age persons, Yelin et al found
that the degree of worker control of the pace of work was more important in
predicting work disability than were factors relating to medical, demographic

and socioeconomic status. 8/



Furthermore, unfavorable work situations may accentuate capacity devaluation
and encourage withdrawal from work among older impaired workers. In a study of
the decision to retire among white married men of early retirement age, Quinn
found that those reporting poor health were more sensitive to the undesirable
attributes of their jobs. 9/ Nelson's findings suggest that older impaired
workers have a tenuous relationship to the labor market that discourages work
and undermines positive feelings of work capacity. He found that near-aged
workerg have a complex of personal characteristics--significant impairment,
less education, greater need for retraining-~that present cost problems to
employers and result in unfavorable management atﬁitudes. He also found that
such workers are concentrated in marginal occupations requiring few skills and

offering little job- security. 10/
Method 11/

This study examines the relationship, by age, between a more objective
assessment of functional limitation and an individual's own self-assessment of
ability to work. It focuses only on persons aged 20-64 who: (1) reported that
they considered themselves disabled (limited in ability to work) for more than
6 months at the time of interview in 1972, and (2) who were employed when the

claimed work limitation began. 12/

Cross-tabulations focus on the difference between the youngest age group (ages
20-44) and the oldest age group (ages 55-64) in the proportion of persons
considering themselves severely disabled. The older group is described as

"near-aged" throughout this report. Measures of actual functional capacity



and work situation are coﬁpared to self perceptions in order to assess the
impact of aging. A logit analysis was also conducted and is presented in a
later section of the report. Since the basic study population consists only of
persons reporting some form of work limitation, the results may not necessarily

be applicable to the general population.

Three measures of reduced functional capacity were considered in the 1966
study: (1) major'disabling conéitions reported by survey respondents;

(2) sickness, as measured by reported hospitalization; and (3) functional
limitations. The present study uses instead a single comprehensive measure of
capacity loss: a functional capacity index previously developed from 1972
survey data items. The index combines measures of physical activity
limitations, mobilit§ restrictions and the need for help in self-care with

a rating of the seriousness of all chronic conditions reported by
respondents. 13/ Previous studies have shown that the index was more strongly
and consistently related to Social Security disability status in the total
survey population than was the functional limitations measure used in the
earlier study. 14/ 1In essence, the index of functional capacity used in the
report represents a proxy for an objective measure of the individual's actual

disability status.
Findings

of those reporting some form of work limitation in 1972, the proportion who
considered themselves severely disabled (i.e., severely limited to their
ability to work) rose sharply with age. The pattern held for both men and

women.



Percent of those with some limitation who consider
themselves severely disabled

Age Male Female
all ages 44.0 " 58.3
20-44 241 39.5
45-54 38.0 55.0
55-64 54.4 68.9

To some extent, the figures above reflect the fact that, within the population
studied, the amount of functional incapacity increased with advancing age
(table 1). Nevertheless, the association between limited functional capacity
and age does not completely explain the pattern in the table above. This can
be seen more clearly by examining the figures in table 2. At each level of
functional capacity (limitation), as measured by the index described earlier,
the proportion of persons who considered that they were severely work-limited
rose with age. The relationship held for both men and women. However, for
reasons which cannot be explained without further research, the age-related
increase in the proportion of women stating that they were severely disabled
was quite small, and was, in fact, not statistically significant regardless of

the level of functional incapacity.
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The role of age in relation to capacity devaluation stands out with particular
clarity when we examine the figures for men with minor or moderate limitations
in functional capacity. BAmong men with minor incapacity, for example, the
proportion of respondents who stated that they considered themselves to be
severely disabled rose from 9.2 percent of thése age 20-44 to 21.7 percent of

those age 55-64.

Performance Requirements--Work at Onset of Disability

Blue collar jobs generally require physical labor performed in adverse
environmental conditions with relatively little control of the pace and
pressure of work. White collar jobs are more often sedentary and less arduous,
are performed in more congenial surroundings, and peréit greater flexibility in
work scheduling and greater autonomy in the job. Such performance requirements
of the job held at the onset of disability may be prime considerations,
particularly for older persons, in forming their own assessment of their work

capacity.

In the study based on 1966 data, performance requirements were measured
indirectly by occupation at onset and directly by the regularity of heavy labor
in the job at onset. This analysis also uses occupation. However, three
additional measures which focus explicitly on several performance-related

requirements of the job prior to the self-reported disability are also used.

These are--



(1) Number of physical activities. This is an index of the physical
demands of the job based on the number reported by survey respondents
from a list of 9 activities. 15/ The activities vary in arduousness
but are not weighted in the index. The measure thus gives some
indication of the range and diversity of the physical demands of the

individual's past work.

(2) Pressure and schedule.demands. This is a measure of the
stressfulness of the job as indicated by responses to two guestions
on work pressures and work pace. 16/ Such occupational stress may
occur regardless of the physical demands or the working conditions of

the job.

(3) Number of adverse environmental conditions. This index measures the
range and diversity of difficult working conditions rather than their
degree of difficulty. The measure is based on the number reported by
respondents from a list of eight conditions. 17/ Although the
conditions may vary in degree of adversity, they are not weighted in

the index.

The analysis examines the relationship of age and self-repofted disability
with occupation first, and then with each of these aspects of performance
requirements. Unlike the earlier study, the analysis simultaneously controls
for any effects on severity due to capacity loss. For this purpose the

two-level functional capacity index is used: minor to moderate (scores 0-6)



and moderate-severe to severe (scores 7-10). The main question addressed by
this analysis is whether the effects of age on self-assessed disability are

greater for those whose usual type of work is more demanding and stressful.

The data reported here (table 3) provide some support for this expectation.
Although the proportion of persons‘who considéred themselves severely disabled
increased with age for each occupational group studied, the differences were
generally not statistically mea;ingful. However, statistically significant
differences did occur for persons with minor or moderate functional limitations

in a few occupational groups.

For men, percentage differences in perceived severity between the near-aged and
the young were large and significant for semi-skilled and unskilled blue=-collar
workers and for farm workers (table 3). For both groups, the percent severe
for the near-aged was more than four times that for the youngest group.
Moreover, moderately incapacitated blue-collar men were by far the largest
single occupational group in the population studied, representing almost
one-third of all disabled men and about half of those with minor to moderate

functional incapacity.

Among the younger men who were less incapacitated, self-reports of severe
disability were less frequent among blue-collar workers than among white-collar
workers. Among the near-aged, however, blue-collar workers were almost twice
as likely as white-collar men to consider themselves severely disabled, 44.1
percent compared to 25.8 percent. Apparently, near-aged, blue-collar workers
were more likely to be more pessimistic about their residual work abilities

than their younger peers despite their minor or moderate functional incapacity.
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The pattern for women was different. The only significant difference between
the young and the near-aged was found among those who had minor or moderate

functional limitations and had worked in white-collar jobs earlier.

These results, particularly the age effect peculiar to moderate incapacitated
blue-collar men, contrast with the findings far men in the study based on 1966
data. In that study, the effects of age were significant for all occupational
groups but were relatively qrea;er among white-collar men. 18/ Whether the
divergent findings are due to methodological factors, such as the lack of
controls for capacity loss in the 1966 study, or to substantive changes over

time cannot be ascertained with the data at hand.

Do the other performance requirements of the individual's prior work also
effect the relationship between age and self-assessed severe disability? Tabkle
4 shows that the effect of age on self-reported disability persisted for the
three aspects of the individual's prior work examined here. The proportion of
the near-aged who considered themselves severely disabled was significantly
higher than was the case for the young for each of the specific job
requirements when they were examined separately. The pattern of relationships
was basically the same for both men and women. As was the case for occupation,
the significant differences by age occurred primarily for persons with minor or

moderate levels of functional incapacity.

The most interesting feature of the data in table 4 is that they suggest that
more adverse working conditions, per se, do not significantly increase the

likelihood that individuals will consider themselves severely disabled.
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Indeed, the proportion of men who considered themselves severely disabled rose
from 39 percent of those who reported 1-2 adverse environmental working
conditions to only 49 percent of those who reported 5-6 adverse conditions and

46 percent of those reporting 7-8 adverse conditions.

Logit Analysis

The relationships presented so far in the cross-tabulations in this report were
also analyzed by logit analysis. It is not feasible in cross-tabulations to
control and present data simultanecusly for more than a limited number of
variables. Failure to control relevant variables may bias the results. Logit
analysis is a multivariate procedure which controls a large number of relevant
variables while enabling us to estimate the effect of each variable,
independently of all others, on the relationship being studied. It also allows

testing of the significance of each relationship. 19/

The logit analysis was carried out separately for men and women, using all of
the independent variables discussed previously. The prime interest was to test
whether effects of age on self-reported severe disability persisted when other
possible variables associated with both age and severity were controlled.

Table 5 presents the results of the logit analysis. As might be expected, the
extent of functional incapacity was a significant factor that increased the
probability of self-reported severe disability for both men and women. More
impcrtantly for this paper, the results also show gquite clearly that older

persons are more likely to consider themselves severely disabled regardless of
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ﬁhe extent of their functional limitations or of the type and requirements of
their pre-disability job. In other words, age alone increases the likelihood
that individuals will consider themselves severely disabled. This was true for
both men and women. The results of the logit analysis thus confirmed, in a
more rigorous way, the earlier results sugges;ed by the data in table 2. Of
the other factors examined in the logit analysis, only a work-history in a
semi-skilled or unskilled blue=-collar job or as a farm worker had a significant
effect on the probability of persons classifying themselves as severely

disabled. In addition, job pressures were significant for women only.

summary and Conclusions

Analysis of Social Security survey data for 1972 concerning the effects of
capacity loss and prior work situation on the relationship of age to
self-assessed severity of work disability points to several conclusions. The
more freguent reports of total inability to work (severe disability) by older
persons, partiﬁularly men, regardless of degree of capacity loss, as measured
by a comprehensive functional capacity index, supports the conclusion that
near-aged persons devalue their residual capacities for work. This conclusion
is reinforced by the logit analysis which found that age effects on severity
occurred among both men and women independent of the effects of all other
variables considered in this report, including functional capacity. These
results are consistent with a hypothesis that older persons' evaluations of
their work abilities are influenced by social expectations of declining
capacities with age and by social attitudes permitting premature withdrawal

from work for reasons of health.
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The nature and circumstances of a person's prior occupation--the degree of
flexibility, and the amount stress or physical demands inherent in the
performance of the job--were not found to be significant factors in maximizing
capacity devaluation among disabled near-aged persons, when functional capacity
loss was controlled., This result conflicts with previous research cited in the
introduction of this report, including the report based on the 1966 Social
Security disability survey that’ prompted the present study. Further study is
needed to explain the relationship between occupational requirements and
self-assessed disability among the near-aged and the reasons for capacity
devaluation among near-aged disabled women, in particular among those in

white=-collar occupations.
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18/ Haber, "aAge and Capacity Devaluation,” op. ¢it., p. 176.

19/ For a general description of logit estimation procedure, see
Peter Schmidt and Robert Strauss, "The Prediction of Occupation Using Multiple
Logit Models," International Economic Review, June 1975, pp. 484-485.
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1‘4\!.1.2 4.--Proportion of persons considering themselves severely disabled by selected requirements of work at onset,
functional capacity, sex and age, 1972 1/

¥Work parforaance
requirements by Men Women
" “tunctional capacity
(rc) score 2/ Total 20-44 45~-54 55-64 Total 20-44 45-54 55-64

Total disabled esployed - -

4t Onset 3I/cccvcancrcocees 44.0 24,1 38.0 S54.4° 58.3 39.5 55.0 68.9*
Nuaber of physical
activities
All Cases 4/ .
1=3cccscoescessssnccccsce 36.2 16.8 24.1 48.6°* 56.5 25.5 45,1 69.3*
‘-Su-.o.-.auo-o.-'n-o.o.o ‘1.‘ 1‘-5 ‘B.‘ * ".6. 6‘.9 ‘9-3 55.9 6’.'
6=Tceccsseescocconsesscsns 46.8 26,9 35.6 62.7* 64.9 52.3 6641 69.5
B=9.icesacscccvcosncccsnss 47.7 . 34.9 39.6 55.9° 43.0 19.9 40.8 65.3¢
FCO~6
1-3‘.Il..ll..........‘... zz" ’°.6 ‘6.‘ 30.;' ‘o.‘ ‘,'5 35'2 ‘9.2.
4°5ccccccoccesssecccncense 2501 . 9.8 16.8 36.3° 46.5 42.8 41.6 54.5
[ 26.2 16.1 13.2 42.2* 41.0 4147 47.6 33.7
Be9cccevescscscncvnsocose 3.1 24.9 19.2 36.8 25.5 1.8 13.3 54.3*
Pressure and schedule
demands
All Cases 1/ * .
BOthecevessesscscsncsoces 43.5 22.6 37.3 60.5* 63.1 45.4 65.8 71.6°
Elther.cceeosoesscascccns 43.2 25.2 37.7 51.8* 56.8 30.5 $6.5 69.9¢
Neither..ceoeveccscssccns 46.4 25.6 40.5 51.0* 55.9 51.0 41.4 65.2
PCO-6
BOtNecesessscncscscsonnse 21.3 14.5 14.4 34,1 44.8 35.0 42.5 50.9
Either.ceccsescscccsncosne 27.8 15.8 16.6 37.7° 37.9 28.2 41.1 49.1
Neithef.ceeconcscsocssons 30.6 14.8 18.4 6.4 37.9 32.3 29.9 42.8
Number of environmental
conditions
All Cases &
To2iceescsoscssscscnsscne 39.0 22.5 32.0 46.8¢ 55.8 37.5 50.9 68.3*
Jedecvecrnctscovsvaccscan 41.6 15.5 35.4 56.0* $7.6 35.3 58.2 63.5¢
S5n6icscccvosencscccacsene 48.6 23.6 40.4 66.1° 68.1 59.0 57.4 76.2
T=Bessovsesssccssscccscce 45.7 46.9 42.2 43.6 59.6 43.2 60.2 93,7
PCO-6
1=2ucevecsencscsssccssone 25.) 15.1 1.4 4.1 41.5 33.4 39.0 50.9
J=dececccscveassscscnesene 26.5 9.6 17.9 3g.1* 39.2 26.9° 38.1 - 4345
S~becccveccnsascecssosane 26.8 11.5 16.8 47.2°* 38.5 38.5 36.5 37.9
TeBecsescccsscccscssancase 26.3 36.6 17.2 24.4 39.2 Ja.8 S/ S/

31/ Zach proportion is based on the total number of weighted disabled cases with given combination
of characteristics.

2/ Scores 0-6 are ainor and moderate incapacity, 7-10 moderats-severe and severe incapacity.
3/ Includes cases with unknown PC and unknown work performancs requiresents.
4/ Includes cases with unknown FC.

5/ Based on fewer than 10 unweightad cases.

* The differance between the 20-44 and 55-6i l;. groups is significant in the axpectad direction; p(.os.
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Technical Note*

STUDY DESIGN

The survey data were collected and processed by the Bureau of the Census.
Survey estimates are based on a sample of 18,000 interviewed persons selected
from S-percent Census of 1970. Of these 18,000 persons, 11,700 were selected
from all who indicated that they were disabled before October 1969 on the 1970
Census questionnaire., These persons make up the disabled sample. A mail
 screening in 1971 of the remaining persons resulted in two other sample
groups=-~5,100 nondisabled persons and 1,200 recent-onset cases. In addition to
the sample of interviewed persons, there were 2,850 noninterviews. Thus the
rate of "good responses" for the survey--based on 18,000 interviewed persons
out of 20,850 eligible for interview--is 86 percent. The number and reasons

for noninterviews were as follows:

Noninterview reason: Number of persons

TOtAleceoesesooccsscncsssscsscssososcsnns 2,850
Unable to CONtacCT.eessscsscsccsccnssscs 1,240
Temporarily absentecessscccescscscacs 100
Refused., cerseecsecccosesssosscsnsoscnsss 620
Moved outside 357 PSU'Sececosssscsscsne 650
MiscellaneoOUS.cceesssssccccsssasasasces 240

In general, the sample was a stratified multi-stage cluster design comprised of
357 sampling areas including every county and some independent cities in the

United States. The disabled persons were selected from all 357 strata; the

*Por a description of the purposes of the 13972 survey, the reliability of
the estimates, and other technical information relating tc the survey, see
Appendix A in Donald T. Ferron, Disability Survey 72, bDisabled and Nondisabled
adults: A monograph, Office of Research and Statistics, Office of Policy,
Social Security Administration. Appendix B contains the questionnaire.




ii

nondisabled and recently disabled groups were chosen from a special subset of
105 strata. The sample was designed to represent the noninstitutionalized

civilian population of the United States aged 18-64 as of April 1970.
DEFINITION OF DISABILITY

Disability is defined in this study as a limitation of more than 6 months
duration in the kind or amount éf work resulting from a chronic health
condition or impairment. The disability classification is based on the extent
of the individual's capacity for work, as reported by the respondent in a set
of work-qualification questions. Data.on employment and on functional
capacities--such as mobility, activities of daily living, personal care needs,
and functional activity limitations--were also collected to evaluate further

the nature and severity of disability.
The severity of disability was classified by the extent of work limitations as:
Severely disabled--unable to work altogether or unable to work regularly.

Occupationally disabled--able to work regularly but unable to do the same

work as before the onset of disability or unable to work full time.

Secondary work limitations--able to work full time, regularly, and at the
same work, but with limitations in the kind or amount of work they can

perform.

Persons who are occupaticnally disabled or who have secondary work limitaticns

are considered to be partially disabled.



