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I ntroduction

This paper seeksto address four issues: (1) In the context of a household survey, does there now exist
an gppropriate method for measuring changes in the employment status of individuas with disgbilities?
(2) based on data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation, what have been the recent
changes in the employment rate of individuas with disabilities? (3) what are the relationships between
disability, employment, and participation in the mgor programs that are designed to provide benefits to
individuals with disabilities?, and (4) does disability status gppear to affect the likelihood that individuds

will participate in programs that are not identified as>disability: programs?

The datafor this paper come primarily from wave 5 of the 1996 pand of the Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP). The wave 5 interviews were conducted during the period August to
November in 1997. An extensve set of disability questions were asked both in wave 5 of the 1996
panel and again in wave 11 (collected in August-November 1999) but the wave 11 data are not yet
avalable. Smilar sets of disability questions have been asked periodicdly snce wave 3 of the 1991
pand and wave 6 of the 1990 pandl (data collected October 1991-January 1992). Disability datawere
a0 collected in earlier SIPP pands, but the earlier question sets were somewhat abbreviated

compared to the later sets.



M easuring changesin the employment rate of individuals with disabilities: the current state of

affairs

An anaysis of thisissue must be concerned with severd critica sub-issues: (1) how is disability defined?
(2) which question or questions in a household survey provide avaid and reliable measure of disability
gatus?, and (3) what design features would make it possible for a given household survey to serveasa

vehicle for measuring changes in the employment status of individuas with disabilities?

Thefirg critica sub-issue hasto do with the definition of disability. The Americans with Disabilities Act
of 1990 defines disability as>aphysca or mental impairment that substantialy limits one or more mgor
life activities: (the definition goes on to include those individuals who have arecord of such an

impairment or who are regarded as having such an imparment).

The ADA definition provides a certain foundation for those who seek to devise a disability question or
st of questions for a household survey. It would seem evident, for example, that the survey must
address possible limitations in mgor life activities. But it isfar from clear how best to do this. An

gpproach that smply adopted the wording of the ADA , that is, an gpproach that smply asked if the



sample person had a physica or mental impairment that substantidly limited any mgor life activities
seems very unlikely to be successful. Many respondents would be uncertain as to what was meant by
>aphysica or mental impairment:= and many would require some clarification of what was meant by

smgjor life activities:

The disability measurement approach used in the SIPP calls for questions about the ability to perform a
number of specified >mgor life activities: The activities covered in the SIPP will become apparent as
SIPP data are introduced. It can be argued that asking about limitations in a number of individud
activities provides the most accurate measure of the aggregate number of individuas with a disability,
but it is a0 true thet there isinterest in the number and characteristics of individuals with limitationsin

specific activities.

The second critica sub-issue concerns vdidity and reiablility. The SIPP disability questions have a
certain face vaidity. The data have been examined by awide range of data users and those users have
generaly accepted the gppropriateness of the disability concepts. But there are questions about the
reliablity of the SIPP data. The design of SIPP has produced data files that make it possible to examine
the consistency of individua responses from one point in time to another. For example, the same set of
disability questions that were asked in wave 6 of the 1992 pand and wave 3 of the 1993 pand were

asked again one year later in wave 9 of the 1992 pand and wave 6 of the 1993 pandl.

Data on the relationship between responsesin time 1 and responsesin time 2 are shown in Table Al



Data are shown for certain individua activities as wel as for some summary measures. The tables
cross-classfy time 1 and time 2 responses and show the employment rates for time 1 and time 2 for
each of the classfication categories. A certain amount of disagreement between time 1 and time 2
responses is to be expected; the status of individuas does change over time, and ayear isnot atrivia
period of time. Nevertheless, the great amount of change between time 1 statuses and time 2 Satuses
suggests a substantia reliability problem. For example, of the 461,000 (weighted) individuas who were
classfied as unable to see the words and lettersin ordinary newspaper print in time 1, only 117,000 had

the same cdlassfication in time 2.

The summary measure shown on the last page of Table A1 exhibits a higher level of consstency. Of the

11.4 million with a severe disghility in time 1, 8.4 million had a severe disability in time 2.

The datain Table A1 show that at least some SIPP disability estimates are serioudy affected by
reliability problems. For example, an estimate of the employment rate of individuals with a severe vison
impairment is based on avison impairment question thet is not answered consistently over time. When

an overdl measure of disability status is used, the rdiability problem is diminished.

Our find critica sub-issue has to do with the design of the household survey. If ahousehold survey isto
measure change, a basic requirement is that the same questions be asked over time. There are dso
consderations of sample overlap, dtrition, and time-in-sample bias. Attrition refersto the increase over

time in the number of noninterviewed sample units. Time-in-sample bias refers to the tendency for



respondents to answer questions differently depending on the number of times they have been
interviewed over time. In the absence of ttrition and time-in-sample bias, it would be efficient to
measure change by asking, over time, the same sat of questions of the same set of sample persons.
Short and McArthur (1987) examined data from the 1984 SIPP pand and found that attrition bias
existed for anumber of demographic and economic measures. Thereis aso clear evidence of the
exigence of time-in-samplebias. Studies of the rotation group data from the Current Population
Survey have shown that the measured unemployment rates for rotation groups that have beenin sample
for aperiod of time tend to be lower than the measured unemployment rates for rotation groups thet are
new to the sample (Bailar, 1975). In fact, agreat merit of the design of the CPS is the fact that the
effect of thishiasis diminated by arotation group scheme that keeps the average time-in-sample
constant over time. In contragt, the SIPP has been viewed primarily as apand or longitudina survey,
and the design of SIPP reflects this purpose and makes the survey liable to the effects of attrition and

time-in-sample bias.

The CPSis designed to measure changes in employment status, but there are no questionsin that survey
that are intended to identify individuals with disabilities. It istrue that there are questions each month
that identify individuals who are reported to be not in the labor force because they are disabled, and
there are questions each March that ask if anyone in the household has a condition that prevents them
from working or which limits the kind or amount of work they can do, but these items were not intended
to, nor do they, identify the population that would be considered to have a disability under the ADA

definition.



When SIPPisviewed as an ingrument for measuring changes in the employment rate of individuas with
disabilities, certain weaknesses are apparent. Firdt, as described above, there are questions about the
reliability of the disability data obtained in SIPP. It ismost unlikely that this problem is unique to SIPP,
but it is a problem that affects SIPP data. Second, because SIPP was designed to provide panel or
longitudina estimates, SIPP estimates of change are subject to time-in-sample bias. Finaly, the 1996
pand introduced significant changes to the questionnaire. The disahility topicd module that was
included in the 1996 pand is very smilar to those included in earlier pandls, but the changes to the core
guestionnaire in the way that work disability status was determined rai se serious questions about data
comparability. These changes will be discussed below. The 1996 panel dso marked the introduction
of computer-assisted interviewing. Interviews in earlier panels were conducted by marking responses

on a printed questionnaire.

Recent changesin the employment rate of individuals with disabilities

Table 1 shows disahility and employment rate data for four time periods. Datafor the first period,
1991/92, come from wave 6 of the 1990 panel and wave 3 of the 1991 pand. Datafor the second
period, 1993/94, come from wave 6 of the 1992 pand and wave 3 of the 1993 panel. Datafor the
third period, 1994/95, come from wave 9 of the 1992 pand and wave 6 of the 1993 panel. And data

for the fourth period, 1997, come from wave 5 of the 1996 panedl.



Individuas were consdered to be employed if they worked a ajob or business at any time during the

month preceding the interview month.

The datain table 1 are arranged so that the disabilility measures that are congtant for al 4 time periods
areshown fird. That is, thefirgt section of Table 1 shows the number of individuas with alimitation and
ther rate of employment for specific physical functions, specific ADLS, specific IADLS, and certain

other specific measures.

Because arather smd| percentage of the population is identified by many of the individua meesures, it is
not surprising that the estimates of the number with a given characteristic and, of course, the
employment rate of those with a given characteritic, tend to be somewhat volatile. Whet is surprising,
however, isthe very naticeable decline in the number of persons identified as having difficulty seeing or
hearing. In 1993/94, 5.2 million persons (in the 21 to 64 age group) were classified as having difficulty
seeing, and 5.7 million were dassfied as having difficulty hearing. In 1997, the number with difficulty
seeing was 3.5 million and the number with difficulty hearing was 3.4 million. The decline took placein
two stages, from 1993/94 to 1994/95 and from 1994/95 to 1997. Thereis no obvious explanation in
terms of the way the questions were asked. Although there was what gppears to be a very dight

change in the seeing and hearing questions for the 1996 pand, the questions asked in earlier panels were

identical.

The first summary disability measure is based on individua items other than work disability or program



participation and is labeled >Definition 1'. The overal employment rate for individuas 21 to 64 was
higher in 1997 than in 1994/95, but Definition 1 shows that the employment rate of individuas with a
disability of any severity was lower in 1997 than in 1994/95. The employment rate of those with any
disability was 50.4 in 1994/95 and 48.1in 1997. For individuaswith a severe disability, the
employment rate was 34.1 in 1994/95 and 29.4 in 1997. For those with a nonsevere disability, the

rateswere 61.6 in 1994/95 and 63.9 in 1997.

The next estimatesin Table 1 show the number of persons with awork disability and the number
participating in two magjor programs. 1t has been the convention in SIPP disability reports to classify
individuals who are under 65 years old and who are covered by Medicare or who are receiving
Supplementa Security Income (SSI) payments as having a severe disability. For individuas under 65
years, benefits from these programs are available only if the individua has a disability that prevents

ganful employment.

When compared to earlier estimates, the 1997 data on the number of individuas with a condition that
limits the kind or amount of work thet can be done are remarkable. In 1994/95, 20.3 million individuas
had awork disability; 8.6 million were unable to work and 11.7 million were able to work. 1n 1997,
the number with awork disability was 16.1 million; the number unable to work was 9.4 million, and the
number able to work was 6.7 million. The method of asking the traditiona >work disability: question
changed greetly in the 1996 pand, but the huge difference in results could not have been anticipated. In

earlier panels, a core question about limitations in the kind or amount of work that could be done was
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asked for al working-age individuas a the beginning of the pand. There were no further core
questions about the existence of awork disahility. At the time of the disability topica module, a
verification question was asked for those who had been identified in the beginning of the panel as having
awork disability. Thework disability question itsalf was asked for those who had not been identified in
the beginning of the panel as having awork disability. In the 1996 panel, a question about limitationsin
the kind or amount of work that can be done is asked each wave unless the individua has dready been
identified who is not in the labor force because of long-term illness or disability. There is some evidence
that atime-in-sample effect exigs - tabulations have shown that the number of individuals classified as
having awork disability fel sharply from wave 1 to wave 2. But any time-in-sample effects would

appear to explain only asmall portion of the tota decline.

Definition 2 brings information on work disability and program participation into the disability definition.
The new definition leads to the same conclusion about recent changes in employment rates by disability
datus, the 1997 employment rate for individuals with a disability was lower than the 1994/95 rate. For
those with a severe disability, the 1997 rate was lower; for those with a nonsevere disability, the 1997
rate was higher. Under Definition 2, the employment rate for individuas with a nonsevere disability was

at least as high asthe overdl employment rate for each of the four time periods.

Definition 3 is based on a disability definition that includes the activity of taking prescription medicinesin
the right amount at theright time. The prescription medicine item was first asked during the 1994/95

time period.



11

Definition 4 incorporates the prescription medicine item as well as three measures that were not asked
prior to the 1996 panel. The new items concern the use of hands and fingers to grasp objects, whether
mental symptoms have serioudy interfered with everyday activities, and an item which asked if
individuas had a condition that made it difficult to remain employed or to find ajob. Thislast item was
included because disability advocates have long argued thet the traditiona work disability question - are
you limited in the kind or amount of work you can do - lacks face validity. To answer the traditiond
guestion, an individua must declare that he or sheis either limited or not limited, regardiess of any
condderation of the environment that he or shefaces. The redity isthat many individuas would be
limited under some environmenta conditions, but not limited under others. The new work disability
question has the merit of alowing an individud to report that a condition has caused employment

problems without reporting that, regardiess of environmental consderations, he or sheis>limited:

When Definition 4 is used as the measure of disability status, the employment rate of individuas with
disabilities was 50.2; the rate for those with a severe disability was 31.1, and the rate for those with a

nonsevere disability was 82.0.

Definitions 5 and 6 are included to show how wide a definition of disability is possible usng data from
items that were introduced in the 1996 pand. Definition 5 is based on a disability definition that
condders an individud to have a disability if he or she has difficulty moving alarge chair, sanding for

one hour, stting for one hour, stooping, or reaching. Definition 6 considers an individua to have a
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disability if he or sheisfrequently depressed or anxious or has alot of trouble getting dong with others,

concentrating on tasks, or coping with stress.

The fina section of Table 1 presents data on disability status cross-tabulated by a measure of availability
for employment. The measure shown in the table consdersindividuas to have a reduced availability for
employment if they participated in amgor program (Medicare, SSI, and Socid Security), or if they had
been identified as having a disahility that prevented them from working. The data show that the number
of individuas who had a disahility and a reduced availability for employment was 10.2 million in
1994/95, and 11.7 million in 1997. The employment rate for members of this group was 6.8 percent in
1994/95 and 9.8 percent in 1997. The number of individuas with a disability and without a reduced
availability for employment was 19.2 million in 1994/95, and 14.8 million in 1997. The very large drop
in this figure reflects the very large reduction in the estimate of the number of individuals with awork
disability which did not prevent them from working. The employment rate of individuas with awork
disability and without a reduced availability for employment was 76.6 percent in 1994/95, and 80.2
percent in 1997. For those in this category with a severe disability, the employment rates were about
the same for the two time periods - 75.5 percent in 1994/95, and 75.1 percent in 1997. For those with

anonsevere disability, the 1994/95 rate was 77.0 percent, and the 1997 rate was 81.8 percent.

Disability, employment, and participation in major programs

Table 2 offers additiond data on the employment status of individuas with disabilities. The disgbility
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definition used for Table 2 is the definition that is labeled Definition 4 in Table 1. Of the 17.3 million
individuas with a severe disability, 6.9 million were covered by Medicare or received SSI payments.
Of the remaining 10.4 million, 1.2 million received Socid Security payments but were not covered by
Medicare. So the number of individuas with a severe disability who participated in amgor program
was 8.1 million, and the number who did not participate was 9.2 million. The employment rate for the
9.2 million who did not participate in amgor program was 47.3 percent. The 9.2 million can be further
divided into those who were classified as prevented from working (3.3 million) and those who were not
(5.9 million). The employment rate for the 5.9 million who were not classfied as prevented from

working was 73.5 percent.

The above paragraph suggests that substantialy increasing the employment rate of the 17.3 million
individuas with a severe disgbility might prove to be a chdlenging task. The 8.1 million individuas who
are currently covered by Medicare or who are recelving SSI or Socia Security payments would
presumably need trangition assstance if they were to leave these programs. And the 3.3 million persons
who are classified as prevented from working but who are not receiving benefits from the above
programs may have to be convinced that changes could be made to the environment that would make it

possible for them to work.

Disability and welfare

Table 3 contains annudized estimates of earnings and the vaue of sdlected welfare benfits for the
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population 21 to 64 years of age and shows the large impact disability status has on both earnings and
wefare. Overdl, individuas 21 to 64 years of age had $3.6 trillion dollars in earnings and received
$14.6 billion in Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) payments, $17.6 billionin SSI
payments, $13.3 hillion in food stamps, and $50.7 billion in Medicaid benefits. Individuaswith a
severe disability received 2.9 percent of aggregate earnings, 34.2 percent of TANF benefits, 100

percent of SSI benefits, 33.1 percent of food stamps, and 66.9 percent of Medicaid benefits.

Table 4 shows that the total value of the four types of welfare was $96.2 hillion. Of thetotal, $61.0
billion went to individuas with a severe disability. Only for the youngest age group did the amount of
welfare received by those with a severe disability make up less than hdf thetota. Individuas 21 to 34
received $37.7 billion in welfare benefits and $15.9 hillion of this amount went to those with a severe
disability. Individuas 35 to 44 received $27.7 billion in welfare benefits, $17.3 billion of which went to
those with a severe disability. For the population 45 to 64, welfare benefits totaed $30.8 billion and

benefits to those with a severe disability totaed $27.8 billion.

It can be argued that the data in Table 4 should not be surprising since, for the universe being examined
here (age 21 to 64 years old), SSl is a program specificaly for individuas with a severe disahility.
Table 5 shows data smilar to Table 4 but the definition of welfare has been changed to exclude SSI
benefits and the value of Medicaid benefits received by SS recipients. The datain Table 5 show a
reduced impact of disability satus, but the role of disability is till substantid. Of the $51.2 billion

received as benefits, $15.9 billion went to individuas with a severe disability. If attention is focused on
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the group that usually receives agood ded of attention, unmarried women with children, Table 5 shows
that there were 10.0 million individuds in this category, and 3.6 million received wefare benefits worth
$27.2 billion (keep in mind that these are sdlected benefits). The table dso shows that 1.4 million of the
10.0 million women in this category had a severe disability. Of the 1.4 million, 860,000 received

wefare benefits worth $6.4 billion.

Findly, Table 6 presents the results of alogigtic regresson in which the receipt of TANF benefitsisthe
dependent variable. The universe for the regression is unmarried women with children under 18 years

of age.

The first set of variablesis comprised of three age categories. The middle age category is the reference
group, and the coefficient is positive for the younger age category and negative for the older. That is,

there is an inverse relation between age and the likelihood of receiving TANF.

Education categories make up the second set of variables. The reference group is high school graduates
and the coefficients of the other groups show that there is an inverse relationship between educationa

attainment and the receipt of TANF.

The third set of variables are race and ethnicity categories. The reference group is comprised of white,
not Hispanic origin individuas. The coefficients for those who are Hispanic origin or who are Black, not

Hispanic origin are pogtive, and the coefficient for those who not of Hispanic origin and who are neither
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white nor Black is not Sgnificant.

Categories of number of children make up the fourth set of variables. The coefficients show that the

number of children isdirectly related to the receipt of TANF.

The fifth set of variables show that women who were never married were more likely to receive TANF

benefits that women who had been married previoudly.

The sixth and find set of variables are disability categories. Women with no disability arein the
reference group. The coefficient for women with a nonsevere disability is postive and the coefficient for

women with a severe disability is aso pogtive and even grester.

Conclusions

1) The SIPP isthe only household survey that obtains regular information on employment status and
periodicaly collects information on disability statusin away that is roughly consstent with the ADA
definition of disability. There are, however, problemsin using SIPP to measure changesin the
employment rate of individuas with disabilities. These problems have to do with (i) an gpparent lack of
reliability for many individual measures of disability satus, (ii) the fact that the SIPP was desgned as a
pand or longitudina survey and is subject to atrition and time-in-sample bias, and (iii) the fact that

changesin the 1996 pand to core questions on work disability status have produced work disability
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estimates that are clearly not comparable to estimates from earlier panels. We note here that the sample
design of SIPP has changed over time and is likely to change again. Weinberg (1999) has noted that if
SIPP isto become the officia source of income and poverty statistics, SIPP will have to be redesigned

to minimize the effect of attrition and time-in-sample biases on time-series estimates.

2) If the problems noted above are set aside, the SIPP data from wave 5 of the 1996 panel suggest that
the employment rate of individuas with a disability declined from 1994/95 to 1997.

Definition 1 (see Table 1) isthe disability definition that is based on measures that are most comparable
over time. Under that definition, the employment rate for individuas with a disability was 50.4 percent
in 1994/95, and 48.1 percent in 1997. For those with a severe disahility, the comparable rates were
34.1 percent and 29.4 percent. Among those with a nonsevere disability, the 1997 rate (63.9 percent)
was higher than the 1994/95 rate (61.6 percent). Definition 2 adds the criteria of work disability and
program participation to Definition 1. The 1994/95 to 1997 changes in employment rates have the
same pattern under both definitions. The pattern changes when ameasure of availability for employment
isintroduced. The data show that the employment rate of individuas with a disability who did not have
areduced availability for employment was 76.6 percent in 1994/95, and 80.2 percent in 1997.
Individuals who did not have a reduced availahility for employment and who had a severe disability
category had an employment rate of 75.5 percent in 1994/95, and 75.1 percent in 1997; and those with

anonsevere disability had an employment rate of 77.0 in 1994/95, and 81.8 percent in 1997.

3) The mgor conclusion of this paper regarding the measurement over time of the employment status of
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individuds with disgbilities is that there is currently no satisfactory vehicle for producing such a measure.
In fact, a Presidential Order dated March 13,1998, established aANational Task Force on
Employment of Adultswith Disgbilitiesi and instructed the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census
Bureau, in cooperation with other selected Federa agencies, to Adesign and implement adatidticaly

reliable and accurate method to measure the employment rate of adults with disabilities.

4) Although SIPP may not be an adequate vehicle for measuring changes over timein the employment
rate of individuas with disabilities, SIPP data on individuas with disabilities may be very useful for
cross-sectiond sudies. A maor conclusion from the data presented in this paper isthat the relationship
between disahility and welfare should not be ignored. Of course, the relationship between disability and
the receipt of SSI and Medicaid benefits is obvious, but the data suggest that disability plays an

important role in determining whether individuas become TANF recipients.
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