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Introduction
The Social Security Administration (SSA) oversees 
two programs that together provide income support 
to nearly 13 million working-age people with disabili-
ties—Social Security Disability Insurance (DI) and 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) (SSA 2014b). To 
qualify for either DI or SSI, an applicant must demon-
strate inability to work at substantial levels because of 
a long-term, medically determinable impairment. The 
Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act 
of 1999 (Ticket Act) sought to encourage and facili-
tate the work-seeking efforts of disability program 
participants and reduce their reliance on benefits. 
Ticket Act initiatives were implemented gradually and 
they changed the disability programs in several ways. 
First, they provided beneficiaries with information 
about how work affects their benefits. Second, they 
offered beneficiaries more options for obtaining SSA-
financed employment services. Third, they allowed 
beneficiaries to return more easily to the disability 
rolls after unsuccessful work attempts. Fourth, they 

facilitated the processing of earnings information by 
SSA staff. Fifth, they established the Medicaid Buy-
in program, which allows states to expand access 
to Medicaid for workers with disabilities who meet 
the SSI and DI medical eligibility criteria but do not 
receive cash benefits from either program because of 
their earnings.

Assessing the work efforts of SSI recipients and DI 
beneficiaries—and the effectiveness of work incen-
tives such as the Ticket Act’s signature initiative, the 
Ticket to Work (TTW)—poses a challenge because the 

Selected Abbreviations 

DAF Disability Analysis File
DI Disability Insurance
IRS Internal Revenue Service
MEF Master Earnings File
NSTW nonpayment status following suspension 

or termination for work

* Yonatan Ben-Shalom is a senior researcher at Mathematica Policy Research. David Stapleton directs Mathematica’s Center for 
Studying Disability Policy. This article is based on a report evaluating the Ticket to Work program prepared under contract no. 0600-
03-60130 with the Social Security Administration.

Note: Contents of this publication are not copyrighted; any items may be reprinted, but citation of the Social Security Bulletin as the 
source is requested. The Bulletin is available on the web at http://www.socialsecurity.gov/policy/docs/ssb/. The findings and conclusions 
presented in the Bulletin are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of the Social Security Administration or 
Mathematica Policy Research. 

Long-Term Work Activity and Use of Employment 
Supports Among New Supplemental Security Income 
Recipients
by Yonatan Ben-Shalom and David C. Stapleton*

We present long-term cumulative statistics on the extent to which individuals who began receiving Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) disability payments from 1996 through 2006 found work and used SSI work incentives. 
Among the 2001 award cohort, for which the richest data are available, 18.6 percent had worked by Decem-
ber 2007; 8.4 percent had had their SSI payments suspended because of work, but qualified for eligibility exten-
sions under SSI’s Section 1619(b) work incentive in at least 1 month; and 9.8 percent had had their payments 
suspended or terminated because of work regardless of their 1619(b) status. The corresponding percentages are 
much higher for those who were younger than 40 when they entered the SSI program for the first time as adults. 
In a substantial share of the months in which SSI payments were suspended or terminated because of work 
income, however, these individuals received Social Security Disability Insurance benefits.
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most widely available and commonly used statistics on 
participant work efforts provide only cross-sectional 
monthly or annual perspectives. For instance, accord-
ing to SSA (2008), 2.2 percent of working-age SSI 
recipients had their payments suspended for work 
under the Section 1619(b) work incentive (described 
later) in December 2007. Such cross-sectional sta-
tistics may be confused with cumulative statistics; 
for example, some observers might believe that only 
2.2 percent of SSI entrants will ever forgo cash pay-
ments for work (at least temporarily), although the 
percentage of participants who actually do so is sev-
eral times higher. Such misinterpretation could have a 
substantial bearing on policy or other decisions.

In this study, we use administrative data to exam-
ine, from a long-term cumulative perspective, the 
extent to which SSI recipients work and eventually 
stop receiving SSI payments because of work. We 
follow award-year cohorts of working-age SSI recipi-
ents (that is, new SSI recipients aged 18–64) for up 
to 11 years after they enter the rolls, and we produce 
cumulative statistics on their employment experience 
and use of work incentives. Because many recipients 
are on the rolls for many years, long-term cumula-
tive data on their outcomes provide a more complete 
picture of their work-seeking efforts and how those 
efforts may be impacted by changes in policy and the 
economy. By following recipients for several years 
after award, we are able to (1) record the extensive lon-
gitudinal interaction between SSI and DI participation, 
(2) provide information on the length of time between 
SSI award and the achievement of important mile-
stones, and (3) examine the extent to which awardees 
forgo cash payments because of work for at least part 
of the study period.

We follow annual SSI award cohorts from 1996 
through 2006, and track all cohorts through 2007. 
Because the period we analyze spans years before 
and after passage of the Ticket Act, it reflects the 

experiences of recipients under both the pre-TTW 
rules and the initiative’s original rules. More recent 
TTW regulations, implemented in July 2008, are 
not reflected in this analysis; however, our results 
will serve as a useful baseline for future analyses of 
their effects.1

Much of the analysis focuses on the 2001 cohort 
because useful changes in the administrative data were 
first implemented in that year. The statistics for earlier 
cohorts, although more limited, still provide some 
insights about the effects of provisions of the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act of 1996 (PRWORA), which tightened SSI eligibil-
ity in several ways. For example, PRWORA instituted 
a more restrictive SSI medical eligibility standard for 
children, in part to offset the expansion of eligibility 
that resulted from the Supreme Court’s 1990 Sullivan 
v. Zebley decision, and required all SSI child recipients 
to undergo eligibility redetermination under the adult 
standard upon reaching age 18 (Hemmeter and Gilby 
2009). PRWORA also eliminated SSI and DI eligibil-
ity for persons whose drug abuse or alcoholism is 
material to eligibility and, with some exceptions, made 
citizenship a requirement for SSI eligibility.2

The methodology used in this article is similar to 
that used in Liu and Stapleton (2011), a study of DI 
awardees, except that we substitute SSI programmatic 
incentives for DI incentives. For example, instead of 
tracking the completion of a trial work period (appli-
cable only to DI), we track qualification for Section 
1619(a) and 1619(b) exemptions from restrictions on 
program eligibility because of work earnings (appli-
cable only to SSI).

We find that 9.8 percent of the 2001 SSI awardees 
had given up their SSI payments for work in at least 
1 month by December 2007. That figure is about 
4.5 times the 2.2 percent cross-sectional 1619(b) quali-
fication rate observed for December 2007. The fact 
that we follow recipients over a long period accounts 
for part of that difference, but two other factors also 
apply. First, because we track only SSI recipients 
with initial awards during the study period, we do not 
include those who have stayed in current-pay status for 
many years, as the cross-sectional statistics do. Sec-
ond, we find that a substantial minority of SSI recipi-
ents did not qualify for 1619(b) status when they gave 
up SSI payments for work, and their SSI eligibility 
was terminated. If we exclude from our counts persons 
whose SSI payments were terminated, the percent-
age of 2001 awardees who were in nonpayment status 
because of work in at least 1 month by December 2007 
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is only 8.4 percent, compared with 9.8 percent if they 
are included. Thus, statistics on 1619(b) qualifica-
tion understate the extent to which recipients ever 
forgo SSI payments for work for two reasons: they do 
not track recipients over a long period, and they do 
not count persons who gave up their SSI eligibility 
entirely.

We also find, however, that nearly half of SSI 
participants who gave up SSI payments for work still 
received DI benefits. That is, the percentage of SSI 
awardees who eventually gave up benefits from both 
programs because of work was only about half the 
percentage of those who gave up only SSI payments. 
For instance, although 9.8 percent of the 2001 cohort 
gave up their SSI payments for work by Decem-
ber 2007, that figure drops to 5.5 percent when we 
exclude those who received DI benefits in months with 
no SSI payments.

Other statistics provide information on employment 
milestones achieved prior to suspension or termina-
tion of payments. For example, by December 2007, 
19.4 percent of the 2001 SSI award cohort achieved 
positive countable earnings (PCE) in at least 1 month; 
and 10.4 percent attained at least 1619(a) status, which 
allows recipients to retain SSI eligibility while earning 
at or above the substantial gainful activity (SGA) level. 
Close to 11 percent of recipients in the 2001 cohort 
had enrolled in employment services from providers 
that were eligible for payment from SSA. However, a 
large majority of recipients who had their SSI pay-
ments suspended or terminated for work did not enroll 
in such services.

Young recipients were much more likely than 
older awardees to forgo their SSI payments for work. 
In the 2001 award cohort, 19.2 percent of awardees 
aged 18–19 and 14.9 percent of those aged 20–39 at 
the time of award achieved that status, compared with 
only 6.3 percent, 3.7 percent, and 1.8 percent of those 
aged 40–49, 50–61, and 62–64, respectively. Finally, 
analysis of the 1996 SSI award cohort, which we 
follow for 11 years, indicates that a large majority of 
those awardees who found work and earned enough to 
give up all of their SSI payments did so within 5 years 
of award.

Background
In this section, we briefly describe the SSI program, 
the work incentives available to SSI recipients, and 
the DI program and its interactions with SSI. We also 
highlight the findings of earlier studies.

SSI Eligibility and Benefits
To qualify for adult SSI disability benefits, an appli-
cant aged 18 or older must demonstrate that he or she 
is unable to engage in SGA because of a medically 
determinable impairment that is expected to last 
at least 12 months or result in death. SSI’s medical 
eligibility criteria are identical to those for DI. In 2014, 
SSA considered SGA to be the equivalent of the work 
required to have unsubsidized earnings above $1,070 
per month for nonblind applicants.3

SSI is a means-tested program, with federally set 
limits on income and assets. To receive any federal 
SSI payments, countable income and assets must be 
below those limits. In 2014, the countable monthly 
income limits were $721 for an individual and $1,082 
for a couple. Countable asset limits, which have not 
changed since 1989, are $2,000 for an individual and 
$3,000 for a couple. The federal SSI payment is the 
difference between countable income and an annu-
ally adjusted amount called the federal payment rate. 
(Some states supplement the federal SSI payment for 
certain categories of recipients.) Countable income 
includes all monthly income above $20 from sources 
other than work, plus half of earnings in excess of 
$65 or any other earnings disregards, such as allowed 
impairment-related work expenses.4 Most SSI recipi-
ents also qualify for Medicaid coverage.5 This is true 
even if their labor earnings are high enough to reduce 
their SSI cash payment to zero but are still beneath 
a higher variable limit set under the Section 1619(b) 
work incentive (described below).

SSI Work Incentives
The incentives relevant to this analysis include 
the earned-income exclusion, Sections 1619(a) and 
1619(b) of the 1987 Social Security Act, and TTW. 
The earned-income exclusion removes from count-
able income the first $65 of earned income, plus half 
of all additional earnings. Section 1619(a) allows SSI 
recipients to receive some cash payments even when 
their earned income is at or above the SGA level, and 
Section 1619(b) extends their SSI eligibility (including 
Medicaid coverage) indefinitely—even if their labor 
earnings are so high that their SSI cash payment is 
zero—as long as their earnings remain below a state-
determined threshold.6 These provisions encourage 
work by reducing the risk of losing cash assistance and 
essential medical coverage when earnings increase.

SSI recipients may also receive employment 
services (for which SSA pays) if the recipient sub-
sequently attains sufficient earnings levels over a 
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specified period. TTW, a performance-based voucher 
program that was implemented during 2002–2004, is 
the most recent version of this work incentive. At the 
time of SSI award, the recipient receives a “ticket” 
that he or she may present to any employment network 
to obtain services. Employment networks include 
all state vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies and 
other private and public entities that meet SSA criteria 
and agree to participate. Although the Rehabilita-
tion Act of 1973 requires the state VR agencies to 
serve recipients, other employment networks may 
decline recipient requests for services. Payments to 
employment networks are based on clients’ monthly 
earnings milestones and months with no SSI pay-
ments because of work. Before the rollout of TTW 
(including the 1996–2001 portion of our study period), 
SSA in essence paid only for services provided by 
state VR agencies under a system with a less stringent 
performance requirement.7 Since the TTW rollout, 
state VR agencies have retained the option to serve 
recipients under the earlier payment system on a case-
by-case basis, rather than under either of TTW’s new 
payment systems.

DI Eligibility, Benefits, and Beneficiary 
Interactions with SSI
In contrast with SSI, eligibility for DI is not means-
tested; instead, eligibility for disabled-worker benefits 
requires the individual to have worked and contributed 
to the DI trust fund via payroll taxes for a sufficient 
period to attain “disability-insured” status.8 The 
benefit amount is based on past earnings—the higher 
the lifetime earnings of the beneficiary (or other 
relevant individual), the higher the benefit. DI benefits 
begin only after a 5-month waiting period that starts 
with the first month for which SSA determines the DI 
beneficiary was unable to engage in SGA (the “dis-
ability-onset” month). Twenty-four months after DI 
benefits begin, beneficiaries are automatically eligible 
for Medicare. DI beneficiaries with sufficiently low 
assets and income (including their DI benefits) also 
are eligible for SSI payments. SSI-only recipients may 
eventually become eligible for DI if they earn enough 
to become disability insured.

The interactions between SSI and DI eligibility 
are particularly relevant to the cumulative statistics 
presented in this study. The DI benefits of individuals 
initially determined to be eligible for both programs 
are included in SSI countable income. Because the 
5-month DI waiting period does not apply to SSI, an 
individual who qualifies for both SSI and DI may 

initially receive only SSI payments, and then have his 
or her SSI payments reduced by the amount of the DI 
benefit (minus $20) when DI benefits start. Follow-
ing Rupp, Davies, and Strand (2008), we distinguish 
between persons for whom the SSI payment is reduced 
to zero when they become eligible for DI (“serial 
beneficiaries”) and those who continue to receive cash 
benefits from both programs (“joint beneficiaries”).9 
Our award cohorts exclude serial beneficiaries because 
we do not expect the existence of SSI to affect their 
behavior once they start to receive DI benefits. How-
ever, we include many others who receive DI benefits. 

Previous Findings
The value of long-term cumulative statistics on SSI 
recipients has long been recognized. Past studies have 
addressed the length of time spent on the SSI disabil-
ity rolls among children and working-age adults (Rupp 
and Scott 1995); the differences between long-term 
cumulative statistics and point-in-time statistics on SSI 
applications, caseloads, and awards (Pickett and Scott 
1996); the effects of the age and diagnostic composi-
tion of cohorts of new DI and SSI awardees on their 
length of stay on the rolls (Rupp and Scott 1996); and 
the reinstatement rates for SSI recipients who had 
their cases closed and payments stopped (Kochhar and 
Scott 1998).

Few studies have focused specifically on the long-
term cumulative work-related experiences of SSI 
recipients, however. The studies most similar to this 
one are two by Scott (1989, 1992). The 1989 study 
produced statistics on recipients who were newly 
awarded SSI disability payments in the last quarter of 
1981, using a 1 percent sample file.10 Scott estimated 
that 7.5 percent of those awardees became ineligible 
for SSI payments because of excess income (other than 
Social Security benefits) within 4 years. However, 
excess income was not necessarily the recipient’s earn-
ings from work; for example, it might have represented 
a spouse’s income.

Scott’s 1992 study examined the postapplication 
work experience of all recipients on the SSI disabil-
ity rolls in December 1988, again using a 1 percent 
sample file. He estimated that 22 percent of SSI dis-
ability recipients had had some postapplication work 
experience as of that month, including 4.3 percent 
with postapplication work experience of 5 years or 
more. Years on the rolls varied by recipient, however, 
and the percentage that achieved earnings high enough 
to lower cash payments to zero was not reported.
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Two recent studies are particularly relevant to 
this one, even though they do not specifically focus 
on employment outcomes or the use of work incen-
tives. Rupp and Riley (2011) analyzed longitudinal 
patterns of disability program participation and the 
interactions between SSI and DI program rules. The 
authors followed working-age disability awardees for 
60 months after award and found substantial pro-
gram interactions, with about a quarter of first-time 
awardees participating in both SSI and DI over the 
study period. Rupp and Riley (2012) examined how 
longitudinal patterns of SSI and DI program partici-
pation were associated with Medicare and Medicaid 
public health insurance coverage. Following new 
working-age disability awardees from 12 months 
prior to award through 72 months after award, the 
authors documented complex interactions between SSI 
and DI participation and the timing of Medicare and 
Medicaid coverage. Throughout the rest of this article, 
we discuss how interactions between the SSI and DI 
programs affect some of the central long-term statis-
tics our analysis produced.

Data Sources
The SSI award cohorts used in this study, as well as 
most of the statistics presented for those cohorts, were 
developed from analytic administrative data files 
constructed for the TTW evaluation. The 2008 ver-
sion of the files used here, collectively called the 2008 
Disability Analysis File (DAF), contains extensive 
information on the more than 20 million individuals 
who received DI benefits, SSI payments, or both in 
at least 1 month from January 1996 through Decem-
ber 2008 (Hildebrand and others 2010).11

To obtain information on enrollment for VR 
employment services, we also merge DAF records 
with state data on closed VR cases from Rehabilitation 
Services Administration Case Service Report (RSA-
911) files for fiscal years 1998 through 2008 made 
available under an interagency agreement between 
SSA and the Department of Education. For the pur-
pose of this analysis, we include only cases that were 
closed after eligibility for services was determined.12

Earnings are only recorded in SSI administrative 
data when the cohort member is actually on the SSI 
rolls, and some earnings might not be reported. There-
fore, some of the statistics we report here also required 
access to SSA’s Master Earnings File (MEF), which 
includes annual earnings data derived from tax reports 
under rules established by the Internal Revenue 
Service (IRS). SSA maintains an extract of earnings 

records for SSI and DI beneficiaries represented in 
the DAF. To comply with security requirements for 
the earnings data, qualified SSA staff produced the 
statistics based on those records and verified that they 
do not disclose personal information.

Although the 2008 DAF includes data through 
2008, we have analyzed data only through 2007 
because we expect SSA to revise many of the 2008 
values for key variables at a later date. These revisions 
occur because of delays in the reporting of earn-
ings and the processing time required for determin-
ing work-incentive status. In addition, although we 
report service enrollment statistics through 2007, the 
more recent years are subject to substantial revisions 
because of the nature of the RSA-911 data: Enrollment 
for a case is not captured in the file until the case is 
closed. For example, enrollment by an SSI recipient 
in 2007 is recognized only if the recipient’s VR case 
closed before September 2007 or the recipient assigned 
his or her ticket to the state VR agency. Hence, we 
describe the service enrollment estimates for 2005 
through 2007 as preliminary.13

The data have additional limitations that stem, like 
those described above, from having been collected 
for administrative rather than research purposes. 
The statistics we report are all based on data that 
have an important administrative purpose and are 
generally reliable but are subject to errors reflecting 
the processing of postentitlement work, as well as 
alterations because of changes in the postentitlement 
processes. If such errors occurred consistently over 
time, they would not affect trends in statistics across 
award cohorts. However, SSA’s focus on reducing the 
backlog of postentitlement work, especially between 
1999 and 2002, might mean that some observed trends 
reflect changes in administrative processing rather 
than changes in policy or the economic environment, 
and the size of any effect from such changes is poten-
tially substantial.

Our findings also suggest another way in which a 
changing backlog might affect cross-cohort compari-
sons. For example, the downward trend in the percent-
ages of former SSI child recipients who received their 
first SSI payment as adults at ages 18 and 19 instead 
of at age 20 or older (see Ben-Shalom and others 2012, 
Exhibit III.1) could be consistent with an increasing 
backlog in age-18 redeterminations. Such a backlog 
would mean that former SSI child recipients make up a 
decreasing share of our SSI award cohorts—a change 
not accounted for in our cross-cohort comparisons.
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Finally, studies conducted by SSA in 1999, 2002, 
and 2004 identified about 466,000 cases of SSI-only 
recipients who had earnings histories and were poten-
tially disability insured (SSA 2006). Many of those 
recipients, known as special disability workload cases, 
were awarded DI benefits retroactively. Our statistics 
do not capture retroactive benefits; instead, they only 
pick up the DI participation of those cases at the time 
of their first special disability workload payment.

Study Population
All of the statistics presented in this article represent 
100 percent of the relevant SSI population (which 
includes individuals concurrently receiving both SSI 
and DI benefits); that is, they are population statistics 
rather than estimates. We develop annual cohort files 
from 1996 through 2006 based on the month in which 
the recipient was first paid an SSI payment as an adult 
according to information in the DAF. Although it is 
possible for an individual to have multiple periods 
of payment receipt, he or she is assigned to just one 
cohort based on the year that corresponds to the indi-
vidual’s first payment as an adult.

We count those who initially become eligible for 
SSI before age 18 as SSI adults starting in the month 
in which SSA determines that they are eligible as an 
adult. In the majority of such cases, adult eligibility 
results from an age-18 redetermination, but the former 
SSI child recipient is often older than 18 when the 
decision is made. In the case of denial at the age-18 
redetermination or a lapse in SSI eligibility before an 
age-18 redetermination occurs, the former SSI child 
recipient is counted as an SSI adult from the month 
in which payments are awarded as the result of a new 
application as an adult.14

As mentioned earlier, we exclude serial beneficia-
ries (those who entered SSI during the DI waiting 
period, but became ineligible for SSI payments when 
DI benefits started) from our cohorts. Some serial 
beneficiaries later returned to the SSI rolls, however. 
We include those who did, and assign them to a cohort 
based on the first month in which an SSI payment was 
received after they had been in nonpayment status for 
at least 13 months. Apart from serial beneficiaries, 
many other SSI recipients who also received DI ben-
efits are included in our cohorts. Some of them were 
awarded DI first and later became eligible for SSI, 
some were nonserial beneficiaries who were awarded 
SSI and DI at the same time, and others entered the DI 
rolls only after a longer period following SSI award.

Even if work-seeking behavior does not change 
across cohorts, employment outcomes are likely to 
change simply because of changes in distribution by 
age and sex, thus reflecting the differing employment 
outcomes across the age-and-sex groups. To control 
for those demographic differences, we adjust all of 
the cross-cohort statistics presented in this study for 
age and sex using the 2001 cohort (the last year before 
TTW) as the index cohort.15 We develop outcome 
measures for each age-sex group, and the cross-cohort 
statistics presented are weighted averages of these 
group-specific measures. We adjust state series using 
the same weights so that cross-state comparisons are 
not influenced by differences in age-sex composition. 
Table 1 presents the size and age-sex composition of 
the cohorts.

Outcome Measures
For each cohort, we develop two types of outcome 
measures: monthly statistics on employment and the 
use of work incentives, based on program data; and 
annual statistics on employment and earnings, based 
on IRS data (Table 2). One key statistic can be con-
structed only for 2001 and later award cohorts: SSI 
nonpayment status following suspension or termina-
tion for work (NSTW).16 We designate NSTW if the 
individual’s SSI payments are known to have been 
suspended for work in a given month or in a previous 
month and the individual had not yet returned to SSI 
current-pay status, attained age 65, or died. We cannot 
confirm that the individual was engaged in SGA, or 
even working, in each such month. For all cohorts, we 
can uniformly identify the subset of NSTW months 
in which the beneficiary was in 1619(b) status. Differ-
ences between the 1619(b) and NSTW statistics thus 
reflect months in which the beneficiary was ineligible 
for SSI, for reasons that are generally unknown.17

We produce statistics on months in NSTW and 
1619(b) status for all SSI recipients as well as for the 
subset of SSI recipients who did not also receive DI 
benefits. Differences between the DI and SSI work 
incentives enable some SSI recipients in NSTW or 
1619(b) status to remain eligible for and receive a 
DI benefit. The most obvious example is when the 
beneficiary is in the trial work period. Another such 
situation is when countable income from all sources, 
including DI benefits and labor earnings, is sufficient 
to reduce the SSI payment to zero when labor earnings 
(after disregards) are lower than the SGA amount.18
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Monthly earnings data would be ideal for our 
analysis because SSI payment amounts are based on 
monthly earnings levels. However, SSA has no admin-
istrative reason to collect earnings data for all working 
recipients in every month. Instead, our employment 
and earnings statistics are based on the most reliable 
earnings records available: annual IRS data from the 
MEF. These data have two substantial limitations in 
addition to their comparative infrequency. First, for 
new awardees, we cannot distinguish between earn-
ings for preaward and postaward work; hence, we do 
not report employment and earnings statistics for the 
award year and the first postaward year.19 Second, not 
all earnings are reported to the IRS. An important 
exception for SSI recipients is sheltered workshop 

earnings, which are not subject to payroll taxes; thus, 
our annual employment and earnings statistics reflect 
competitive employment only, and miss any other 
earnings not reported to the IRS.

Many of the statistics we report are cumulative 
from the award year through the end of a given cal-
endar year (usually 2007). For example, the reported 
percentage of recipients in the 2001 cohort with an 
NSTW month by the end of 2007 is an unduplicated 
count of individuals with at least 1 NSTW month as of 
the end of 2007. Cumulative statistics for the employ-
ment rate are an exception; the cumulative employ-
ment rate is for the period from the beginning of the 
second calendar year after award through the given 
calendar year. 

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

397,917 337,668 364,334 366,057 354,860 358,187 375,123 365,129 371,475 371,179 347,887

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

14.9 13.9 14.0 15.0 16.2 16.5 17.3 17.4 18.0 17.9 14.6
30.8 30.3 28.6 27.9 27.2 26.9 26.5 26.5 25.8 25.1 25.4
21.1 21.5 22.0 22.2 22.0 22.1 22.1 22.1 21.9 21.5 22.2
28.9 30.2 30.6 30.1 29.9 29.9 29.9 29.8 30.3 31.4 33.5

4.3 4.1 4.9 4.8 4.7 4.5 4.3 4.1 4.1 4.1 4.2

44.4 43.1 43.0 43.1 44.1 44.6 45.0 45.5 46.1 47.0 47.0
54.0 55.6 55.9 55.9 55.0 54.7 54.3 53.9 53.6 52.7 52.8

59.1 57.0 56.8 56.7 57.0 57.4 58.1 57.8 58.1 58.4 58.7
40.3 42.4 42.6 42.7 42.4 42.1 41.3 41.6 41.4 41.1 40.9

46.8 44.8 44.0 43.6 44.2 44.3 44.8 45.2 45.6 46.6 47.2
51.9 54.3 55.2 55.7 55.2 55.3 54.9 54.5 54.2 53.3 52.7

39.8 38.8 39.3 39.6 41.1 41.1 40.9 41.6 41.8 43.0 42.7
57.8 59.5 59.2 59.0 57.7 58.1 58.3 57.9 57.9 56.8 57.1

38.6 38.9 39.3 39.5 40.5 41.4 41.7 42.4 43.4 44.5 45.2
59.4 59.6 59.4 59.3 58.2 57.7 57.4 56.8 56.2 55.2 54.6

37.2 37.7 37.4 37.1 36.7 38.3 38.1 39.1 39.8 40.8 42.2
62.0 61.6 61.8 62.2 62.7 61.4 61.6 60.6 60.0 59.0 57.7

Percentage distributions by sex do not sum to 100.0 because the DAF records for some recipients do not identify their sex. Other 
percentage distributions may not sum precisely to 100.0 because of rounding. 

Age

62–64
50–61
40–49
20–39

Women

Women
Men 

Sex

18–19

Women
Men 

Age and sex

20–39

18–19

Table 1. 
Percentage distribution of SSI recipient population, by age and sex, 1996–2006 award cohorts

Age and sex

Number

SOURCE: Authors' calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

NOTES: Populations include individuals receiving concurrent SSI and DI benefits, but exclude "serial" beneficiaries whose eligibility 
transferred from SSI-only to DI-only and who did not return to the SSI rolls after qualifying for DI benefits. 

Men 
Women

Men 

Men 
Women

62–64

50–61

40–49

Women

Men 
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Major Findings
We begin with findings for the 2001 cohort, the first 
cohort for which we have complete information on 
NSTW. Because of the importance of interactions with 
the DI program to the interpretation of the results, we 
first discuss the extent to which the 2001 SSI award 
cohort also received DI benefits, providing detail by 
age group. We then review the main work-effort mile-
stones achieved by the 2001 cohort as of 2007, after 
which we compare key statistics across cohorts. That 
comparison is followed by findings from the MEF data, 
which contain information on earnings not recorded 
in SSI administrative data—either because the cohort 
member is off the SSI rolls or because of differences 
between MEF data and self-reported earnings.

2001 SSI Award Cohort
Like all SSI award cohorts, the 2001 cohort includes 
many awardees who also received DI benefits at 

some point. Such SSI awardees include those who 
(1) were awarded SSI and DI at the same time and 
had DI benefits low enough that their SSI payments 
were not terminated after the DI waiting period; 
(2) entered DI first but became eligible for SSI after 
spending down their resources or losing other sources 
of income; (3) entered SSI first but entered DI after 
accumulating the work experience necessary to meet 
the latter program’s earnings-history criteria; and 
(4) were awarded SSI and, at some point, were also 
awarded either disabled adult child benefits or disabled 
widow(er) benefits.

More than 30 percent of the 2001 SSI award cohort 
received DI payments in at least 1 month during their 
SSI award year (Chart 1). The cumulative statistics 
show distinctive patterns by age at award. Although 
DI participation increased rapidly among individuals 
aged 18–19 at SSI award, it increased relatively little 
for those in the older age groups.

Award cohorts 
affected Criteria

All Earnings (after disregards and earned income exclusion) exceed zero
All Earnings (after disregards) exceed SGA amount, but SSI payments exceed zero

Total All High countable earnings preclude SSI payments, but SSI eligibility is retained
Excluding DI
  beneficiaries

All Same as above, with current-pay DI beneficiaries excluded

1998 and later First instance of a recipient either assigning a TTW to a service provider or being  
determined eligible for state VR services a

Total 2001 and later Recipient is in SSI nonpayment status following suspension or termination for work 
and has not reached age 65 or died

Excluding DI
  beneficiaries

2001 and later Same as above, with current-pay DI beneficiaries excluded

All Earnings of at least $1,000 (2007 dollars, adjusted using the average wage index)
All . . .

a. 

b.

NOTES: Monthly statistics are based on data from the DAF, except as noted. Annual statistics are based on data from the MEF. 

. . . = not applicable.

Statistics on state VR services are from RSA-911 records.

Because "mean earnings" is an amount rather than a status, no criteria apply for this variable. Mean earnings are calculated for 
recipients with positive earnings only. Following the methodology of Muller (1992), earnings data for the award year and the year after 
award are excluded from the calculations to avoid the unintended inclusion of earnings from preaward jobs.

Employment service 
  enrollment 
NSTW

Annual statistics

Employed

Mean earnings b

SOURCE: Authors' definitions.

1619(b) status

Table 2. 
Measures of work-incentive use and employment outcomes for SSI recipients

Variable

Monthly statistics

PCE
1619(a) status
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SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.
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Chart 1. 
Cumulative percentage of SSI recipients in the 
2001 award cohort with at least 1 month in DI 
current-pay status: Total and by age group, 
2001–2007

Chart 2 shows how many members of the 2001 
SSI award cohort moved toward NSTW by Decem-
ber 2007. We find that 19.4 percent of the 2001 award-
ees had at least 1 month with PCE, 10.4 percent had 
at least 1 month of Section 1619(a) or 1619(b) status, 
and 8.4 percent had at least 1 month of 1619(b) status 
specifically. Notably, more recipients had at least 1 
NSTW month by 2007 (9.8 percent) than had achieved 
1619(b) status during that time.20 Nearly half of those 
who reached 1619(b) status or NSTW were receiving 
DI benefits during those months (46.9 percent and 
43.6 percent, respectively).

Chart 3 presents, for the 2001 SSI award cohort, 
the annual progression of cumulative percentages 
of recipients with PCE, 1619(b) status, and NSTW, 
as well as enrollment in employment services. It 
also shows the cumulative percentages that achieved 
1619(b) status and NSTW without also receiving DI 
benefits. By the end of 2007, 5.5 percent of the 2001 
awardees had been in NSTW and 4.5 percent had 
been in 1619(b) status while not receiving DI benefits 
in at least 1 month. Over the same period, 10.7 per-
cent of recipients in the 2001 cohort had enrolled in 
services in at least 1 month. Similar analysis of the 
1996 SSI award cohort over a longer period (11 years) 

indicates that a large majority of those awardees who 
found work and earned enough to give up all of their 
payments did so in the first 5 years after their award 
(Ben-Shalom and others 2012).

In Chart 4, both panels show the cumulative 
percentages of 2001 SSI awardees achieving NSTW 
by age group. The left panel tracks all recipients who 
attained NSTW in any month, while the right panel 
excludes recipients who collected DI benefits while 
in NSTW. Whether or not they received DI benefits, 
younger SSI awardees were much more likely to have 
at least 1 NSTW month than were older awardees.

As of December 2007, the total number of months 
in NSTW accumulated by the 2001 cohort was equiva-
lent to 164 years per thousand recipients (left panel 
of Chart 5). That amounts to less than 2 months per 
beneficiary across a span of over 6 years, or 2.5 per-
cent of all possible months. The two youngest age 
groups accounted for more than 70 percent of cumula-
tive NSTW months, even though they represented 
less than 45 percent of the 2001 cohort. (The oldest 
group, ages 62–64, represented 4.5 percent of the 
2001 award cohort but accounted for only 0.3 percent 
of the NSTW months—a proportion too small to be 
visible in the chart.) The cumulative number of months 
in NSTW that were not in DI current-pay status 
was equivalent to 75 years—less than 1 month per 
beneficiary over that period (right panel of Chart 5). 
Overall, 54.4 percent of the months in which recipients 
were in NSTW were months in which they received 
DI benefits.

Enrollment in Employment Services
Recall that Chart 3 includes cumulative statistics on 
employment service enrollment for the 2001 cohort. 
In an earlier study, we similarly analyzed the 1998 
cohort—the first cohort with complete data on service 
enrollment—and found that 10.5 percent of that cohort 
had enrolled in services by 2007. Close to 60 per-
cent of the 1998 cohort had achieved PCE in at least 
1 month; 38.9 percent had attained Section 1619(a) or 
1619(b) status, or both; and 31.7 percent had specifi-
cally achieved 1619(b) status. Most of the recipients 
who achieved PCE, 1619(a), or 1619(b) status did 
so after employment service enrollment, but many 
enrolled for services only after achieving one or more 
of those milestones. Moreover, almost 80 percent of 
the recipients who achieved NSTW by 2007 had not 
enrolled in employment services, or at least had not 
done so with providers that would be eligible for pay-
ment from SSA.21
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Chart 2. 
Employment and work-incentive milestones reached by members of the 2001 SSI award cohort as of 
December 2007

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.
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Chart 4. 
Cumulative percentage of SSI recipients in the 2001 award cohort that ever attained NSTW, by age at 
award, 2001–2007

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.
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Chart 3. 
Cumulative percentage of SSI recipients in the 2001 award cohort that ever attained various 
work-incentive milestones, 2001–2007

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

a.	 Data for 2005–2007 are preliminary.
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Chart 5. 
Cumulative years in NSTW per 1,000 SSI recipients in the 2001 award cohort, by age at award, 2001–2007

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

NOTE: Recipients aged 62–64 cumulatively accounted for less than one-half of 1 NSTW year per 1,000 beneficiaries as of 2007.
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Cross-Cohort Comparisons
We now assess how more recent cohorts have fared 
relative to earlier ones and whether changes in SSA 
policies, policies external to SSA, or the economic 
environment might have contributed to any observed 
cross-cohort differences. Charts 6–10 track and com-
pare the experiences of seven cohorts at each of three 
intervals: the year of (or after) award, the third year 
after award, and the fifth year after award. Addition-
ally, the charts track four later cohorts through the 
intervals that had occurred as of December 2007. 
(Charts showing employment-service enrollment and 
NSTW cover fewer cohorts because data on those 
outcomes are not available for every cohort.) Statistics 
for all cohorts are weighted to the 2001 cohort’s age-
sex composition.

In the absence of any change in policies from 
within or outside of SSA or in the economic envi-
ronment, we would expect the charted columns and 
their component segments to be almost identical 
across cohorts. Besides changes in policy and the 
economy, changes across cohorts in the distribution 
of characteristics such as impairment type (but not 
age and sex, for which we already have adjusted the 

series) could cause cross-cohort variations, but such 
changes seem to occur gradually relative to changes 
in policy or the economic environment. Adjusting 
for age also accounts for some of the change seen in 
impairment types.

Because of the importance of program interac-
tion to the interpretation of the results, Charts 6 and 
7 show the extent to which each SSI award cohort 
also received DI benefits. For all cohorts, the share 
of SSI recipients who received a DI benefit in at least 
1 month during their award year is at least 30 percent 
(Chart 6). The spike for the 1997 cohort might be due 
to the previously discussed tightening of SSI eligibility 
rules that followed the 1996 passage of the PRWORA. 
Those changes likely had a disproportionately nega-
tive effect on SSI-only awards, resulting in a higher 
percentage of joint SSI-DI awards. The decrease in DI 
participation during the SSI award year after 1997 and 
the increase after 2001 might be due to the improving 
economy in the late 1990s and the worsening economy 
after 2001, respectively, although other factors also 
might have played a role. Cumulative results for the 
third and fifth postaward years largely reflect the 
same trends.
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Chart 6. 
Cumulative percentage of SSI recipients with at least 1 month in DI current-pay status by the end of the 
year of SSI award, the third year after award, and the fifth year after award, by award cohort

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

NOTES: Cohorts are tracked through December 2007. By then, members of the 2003 and 2004 cohorts had not reached their fifth year 
after award and members of the 2005 and 2006 cohorts had not reached their third year after award.

Data for all cohorts are weighted to the 2001 cohort’s age-sex composition.
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The changes that the PRWORA brought about in 
1996 appear to have permanently shifted the award-
year and cumulative DI percentages upward for 
recipients aged 18–19 at SSI award (Chart 7). The 
award-year DI participation percentage for that age 
group continued to rise gradually through the 2001 
cohort and remained fairly stable after that. Compared 
with that younger age group, recipients aged 20–39 at 
SSI award were substantially more likely to receive 
DI benefits in their award year and less likely to work 
their way onto the DI rolls as years passed. The shift 
between the 1996 and 1997 cohorts for the 20–39 age 
group is smaller than that for the 18–19 age group, 
possibly reflecting differential effects of PRWORA 
changes. Evidence of a business cycle effect appears 
for the older age group, as the unemployment rate 
(not shown) tracks a roughly parallel pattern ranging 
between about 4 and 6 percent; any such effect for the 
younger group may have been obscured by the size 
of the post-PRWORA shift. For the older group, the 
decrease in the award-year percentage of recipients on 
the DI rolls between the 1997 and 2000 cohorts is con-
sistent with fewer existing DI beneficiaries receiving 
SSI awards during that period’s economic expansion. 

Likewise, the increase in the percentage from the 2000 
through 2004 cohorts might reflect increased DI entry 
during the recession among those who eventually 
qualified for SSI after spending down their resources.

Chart 8 compares the cumulative percentage of 
awardees achieving 1619(b) status across the 11 study 
cohorts. In the first postaward years, the percent-
ages increase from the 1996 cohort through the 1999 
cohort, during a period of economic expansion, and 
decline for subsequent cohorts following the recession 
of 2001. The series for the third and fifth postaward 
years indicate that cohorts with higher percentages in 
the first postaward year did not necessarily continue to 
outpace other cohorts in the later years. For example, 
the fifth postaward year percentage is lower for the 
1999 cohort (as of 2004) than that of the 1996 cohort 
(as of 2001), presumably because the 5-year outcomes 
for the 1999 cohort were more affected by the 2001 
recession than were those for the 1996 cohort. A 
cross-cohort comparison of the cumulative percentage 
achieving 1619(b) status and receiving no DI benefits 
reveals similar patterns, although at substantially 
lower levels.
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Chart 7. 
Cumulative percentage of SSI recipients with at least 1 month in DI current-pay status by the end of the 
year of SSI award, the third year after award, and the fifth year after award: Two youngest age-at-award 
groups, by award cohort

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

NOTES: Cohorts are tracked through December 2007. By then, members of the 2003 and 2004 cohorts had not reached their fifth year 
after award and members of the 2005 and 2006 cohorts had not reached their third year after award.

Data for all cohorts are weighted to the 2001 cohort’s age-sex composition.
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Chart 8. 
Cumulative percentage of SSI recipients with at least 1 month in 1619(b) status by the end of the first, 
third, and fifth years after SSI award: Total and excluding DI beneficiaries, by award cohort

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

NOTES: Cohorts are tracked through December 2007. By then, members of the 2003 and 2004 cohorts had not reached their fifth year 
after award and members of the 2005 and 2006 cohorts had not reached their third year after award.

Data for all cohorts are weighted to the 2001 cohort’s age-sex composition.
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Chart 9. 
Cumulative percentage of SSI recipients with at least 1 month in NSTW by the end of the first, third, and 
fifth years after SSI award: Total and excluding DI beneficiaries, by award cohort

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

NOTES: Cohorts are tracked through December 2007. By then, members of the 2003 and 2004 cohorts had not reached their fifth year 
after award and members of the 2005 and 2006 cohorts had not reached their third year after award.

Data for all cohorts are weighted to the 2001 cohort’s age-sex composition.
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There is a notable cross-cohort increase in the 
percentage of recipients achieving NSTW in at least 
1 month within a given number of years (Chart 9). For 
recipients in their first postaward year, that increase 
between the 2001 and 2002 cohorts is surprising, 
given the economic recession during that period, and 
suggests that one or more other factors were involved. 
Possibly, special disability workload processing 
increased the number of working SSI recipients in 
NSTW because of the effect of the DI benefit award 
on the SSI payment. Cross-cohort differences in the 
proportion of awardees receiving DI benefits before 
they were first awarded SSI payments could also be 
a factor. Following the economic recession of 2001, 
the number of DI-only beneficiaries who spent their 
assets down and thus became SSI-eligible may have 
exceeded that of the prerecession cohorts. Indeed, 
Chart 6 appears to reflect such a trend. To the extent 
that these awardees were more likely to achieve 

NSTW than those who were awarded SSI before DI 
(or those who were awarded both simultaneously), any 
increase in the percentage of awardees in this group 
would increase the percentage of the cohort achieving 
NSTW, with other factors constant.

The cross-cohort increase in the percentage of 
recipients achieving NSTW while not in DI current-
pay status was notably weaker than the respective 
increase among recipients overall. The difference 
implies that most of the observed cross-cohort 
increase in NSTW rates was among SSI recipients 
who received concurrent DI benefits and remained on 
the DI rolls when SSI payments ceased, or whose SSI 
payments ceased when they became disability insured 
and eligible for DI. Whatever the cause of the differ-
ence, the percentage of recipients that achieves NSTW 
without receipt of DI is a more accurate gauge of the 
extent to which SSI recipients forgo their payments 
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because of work than is the percentage that achieves 
NSTW overall.

We also compare cumulative years in NSTW 
across award cohorts, beginning with the 2001 cohort 
(Chart 10). Each successive cohort had more NSTW 
years per 1,000 recipients, holding the years since 
award constant. This trend is largely consistent with 
the trend seen in Chart 9 for recipients with at least 
1 month of NSTW as of various intervals. Cross-
cohort growth in cumulative NSTW years while not 
in DI current-pay status was lower than cross-cohort 
growth in all cumulative NSTW years and, again, 
seems the more accurate gauge of the extent to which 
awardees completely forgo benefits because of work. 
For that group, successive cohorts exhibited substan-
tial steady gains as of the third postaward year, from 
24 years for the 2001 cohort (in 2004) to 30 for the 
2004 cohort (in 2007). Possible explanations for those 
gains include the economic recovery and the TTW 

rollout. Changes in the composition of the cohorts 
(other than the age-sex distributions) also might 
contribute to the gains, but we have not examined that 
possibility further.

Employment and Earnings Statistics
Using data from earnings reported to the IRS and 
recorded in the MEF, Charts 11 and 12 present further 
evidence of employment success. Unlike the PCE sta-
tistics, MEF data contain information on earnings for 
awardees who have left the SSI rolls (for any reason) 
as well as for those who have not. In addition to filling 
a gap in the NSTW statistics that occurs because some 
SSI awardees work and eventually leave the SSI rolls 
entirely, these statistics reflect earnings reported to the 
IRS that are not contained in SSI records. For reasons 
described earlier, the employment and earnings sta-
tistics presented here start from the second postaward 
year for each cohort. Hence, the series for the 2001 

Chart 10. 
Cumulative years per 1,000 awardees in NSTW by the end of the first, third, and fifth years after SSI 
award: Total and excluding DI beneficiaries, by award cohort

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on the 2008 DAF.

NOTES: Cohorts are tracked through December 2007. By then, members of the 2003 and 2004 cohorts had not reached their fifth year 
after award and members of the 2005 and 2006 cohorts had not reached their third year after award.

Data for all cohorts are weighted to the 2001 cohort’s age-sex composition.
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cohort starts in 2003. We define employment as 
having annual earnings of at least $1,000 (adjusted 
to 2007 wage levels).

Chart 11 shows cumulative percentages of the 
2001 cohort that obtained any employment, by age 
group. By 2007, 18.6 percent of all the recipients in 
that cohort had worked in at least 1 year since the 
second postaward year. Not surprisingly, cumula-
tive employment percentages for the two youngest 
groups were much higher than for all older groups: 
39.4 percent and 27.1 percent of those aged 18–19 
and 20–39 at award, respectively, had worked in at 
least 1 year by 2007, compared with 12.2 percent, 
6.4 percent, and 4.2 percent for those aged 40–49, 
50–61, and 62–64 at award, respectively.

Chart 12 presents inflation-adjusted average 
annual earnings for members of the 2001 SSI 
award cohort who had any earnings. Average 
earnings increased rapidly from the second year 
after award (2003) through 2007 for recipients in 
the three youngest age groups, but the increase 
for those in the two older groups was modest. The 
continued rise in average annual earnings among 
all recipients with positive earnings was likely due 
in part to recipients with higher earnings con-
tinuing to work longer than did those with lower 
earnings. Another possible factor is that a worker’s 
earnings generally rise with age, particularly 
before age 50.

Summary and Conclusions
Our analysis illustrates that cumulative rates of 
employment and work-incentive use among SSI 
recipients over a multiyear period substantially 
exceed the annual or monthly cross-sectional 
estimates. For instance, we find that 19.4 percent 
of the 2001 SSI award cohort had had PCE in 
at least 1 year by the end of 2007. By contrast, 
only 7.9 percent of working-age SSI recipients 
had earnings from work in the month of Decem-
ber 2007, according to annual statistics published 
by SSA (2008). Similarly, we find that 9.8 percent 
of the 2001 SSI award cohort had attained NSTW 
in at least 1 month by the end of 2007, includ-
ing the 8.4 percent who maintained their SSI 
eligibility under Section 1619(b). The latter figure 
exceeds the published cross-section figure for 
1619(b) participation in December of every year 
from 2001 through 2007 and almost quadruples 
the largest single cross-section figure for that 
period (2.2 percent in December 2007).

Chart 12. 
Average annual earnings among members of the 
2001 SSI award cohort with positive earnings, by 
age at award, 2003–2007 (in 2007 dollars)

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on matched 2008 DAF and 
MEF data.
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Chart 11. 
Cumulative percentage of 2001 SSI awardees 
attaining paid employment, by age at award, 
2003–2007

SOURCE: Authors’ calculations based on matched 2008 DAF and 
MEF data.

NOTES: Employment is defined as having annual earnings of at 
least $1,000 (adjusted to 2007 wage levels).

Cumulative employment rates are calculated from the beginning of the 
second calendar year after award through the given calendar year.
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The differences between the long-term cumulative 
statistics and the cross-sectional monthly statistics 
are not surprising because they describe beneficiary 
activities from two different perspectives. The cross-
sectional statistics contain all current recipients in 
their denominators—including millions of recipients 
who have been on the rolls for many years and failed 
to work or use work incentives in the past—and count 
recipients with PCE or 1619(b) status in a single month 
only. The cumulative statistics include in their denom-
inators only those recipients who have been on the 
SSI rolls for no more than 6 years and account for all 
recipients who achieved PCE or 1619(b) status during 
any month of the 6-year period. The higher numbers 
for the long-term cumulative statistics do not imply 
that more recipients work than the monthly statistics 
suggest. Instead, they offer a more complete picture—
one that is important for understanding the dynamic 
process of finding work.

A substantial number of SSI awardees receive DI 
benefits, although their initial DI award might not 
coincide with their initial SSI award. (Our award 
cohorts exclude persons who receive SSI only dur-
ing the 5-month DI waiting period; all others are 
included.) We find that more than 30 percent of the 
2001 SSI award cohort received DI benefits during 
their award year, and others received DI benefits in 
subsequent years. We also find that nearly half of 
the recipients who had at least 1 month in NSTW 
or 1619(b) status were receiving DI benefits in 
those months.

Young recipients were much more likely to have 
their SSI payments suspended or terminated because 
of work for at least a month than were older awardees. 
In the 2001 award cohort, 19.2 percent of recipi-
ents aged 18–19 at award and 14.9 percent of those 
aged 20–39 at award achieved NSTW, compared 
with only 6.3 percent, 3.7 percent, and 1.8 percent of 
recipients aged 40–49, 50–61, and 62–64 at award, 
respectively. Although persons aged younger than 40 
at award represented only 43.4 percent of the cohort, 
they accounted for about 73 percent of the NSTW 
months through 2007.

Only a small minority of persons who gave up 
SSI payments because of work enrolled in employ-
ment services from providers eligible for payment 
from SSA, and most of those who achieved 1619(b) 
status and NSTW had not enrolled in such services. 
Although the employment rates among service enroll-
ees were well above the rates for the 1998 award 
cohort as a whole, the more favorable outcomes for 

service enrollees may reflect, at least to some extent, 
their relatively high interest in higher earnings—a 
factor that likely explains their enrollment in services 
in the first place. TTW might therefore have expanded 
use of these services by those who would have forgone 
payments for work without the additional help. Out-
comes for such recipients may have offset some of the 
costs, but only if they were higher than the outcomes 
the same recipients would have achieved without 
TTW. Our analysis does not provide evidence about 
the extent to which SSA payments for services were 
offset by lower benefit expenditures.

We have not produced statistics on another interest-
ing dimension of the extent to which SSI recipients 
forgo their payments for work: the number of months 
in which they remain in nonpayment status following 
the initial suspension or termination of payments for 
work. Schimmel and others (2013) provided such sta-
tistics for persons who experienced their first NSTW 
month in 2001—separately for those in DI nonpay-
ment status (or otherwise ineligible for DI benefits) 
and for SSI-only recipients or those receiving concur-
rent SSI and DI benefits.22 They found that 45 percent 
of beneficiaries with concurrent benefits were in 
NSTW 12 months later, gradually declining to 30 per-
cent at 60 months and 20 percent at 96 months. They 
also found that SSI-only recipients typically returned 
to current-pay status more quickly; slightly less than 
half were in nonpayment status for more than 1 month 
and 27 percent were in that status at 12 months, 
as were 15 percent at 60 months and 12 percent at 
96 months.

Comparison with Long-Term Cumulative 
Statistics for DI Award Cohorts
In qualitative terms, the long-term cumulative statis-
tics presented here are similar to the cumulative statis-
tics produced by Liu and Stapleton (2011) for DI award 
cohorts. Quantitative comparisons are more difficult to 
make, however, because of differences between SSI’s 
and DI’s work incentives and differences in benefi-
ciary characteristics. For example, although more SSI 
recipients had their payments suspended or terminated 
because of work in at least 1 month than did DI ben-
eficiaries, that might simply reflect the fact that new 
SSI awardees tend to be younger than DI awardees, 
and the earnings levels that trigger the suspension of 
benefits differ between SSI and DI.

Both sets of statistics show that the percentage of 
awardees that eventually forgoes payments because 
of work (a long-term cumulative statistic) is far higher 
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than the percentage that forgoes payments because of 
work in a given month (a monthly statistic), and that 
relatively young awardees account for a large por-
tion of those who forgo payments because of work. 
For both DI and SSI, the long-term statistics show 
that many recipients work without having their pay-
ments suspended, even temporarily. For instance, 
although 19.4 percent of the 2001 SSI award cohort 
had PCE in at least 1 month by 2007, only 9.8 percent 
had their payments suspended or terminated because 
of work for at least a month. Functional limitations 
and declining health might have prevented recipients 
from earning enough to stop receiving payments, but 
perhaps many of those recipients would have done 
so if more assistance or stronger work incentives had 
been available.

In addition, both sets of statistics show that a large 
majority of those awardees who find work and earn 
enough to forgo all or (in the case of SSI) part of 
their payments do so in the first 5 years after their 
award. For example, for the 1996 SSI award cohort, 
the cumulative percentage with at least 1 month in 
1619(b) status by the end of the fifth year after award, 
8.9 percent, is equal to 77 percent of the correspond-
ing percentage by the end of 2006, the 10th full year 
after award. Stapleton and others (2010) found that 
4.8 percent of the 1996 DI award cohort had at least 
1 month of suspended benefits for work by the end of 
the fifth year after award, also equal to 77 percent of 
the comparable figure at the end of 2006.

Policy Implications
Cumulative statistics on employment and work-
incentive use by cohorts of SSI and DI beneficiaries 
paint a substantially different picture than do annual 
or monthly statistics—not because more beneficiaries 
are working than the short-term statistics suggest, 
but because the long-term statistics provide richer 
information on their work efforts. Compared with 
the cross-section statistics, the cumulative statistics 
show that many more awardees are working and on 
the margin of earning enough to give up some (in 
the case of SSI) or all of their cash payments at some 
point after they enter the DI or SSI rolls; that they 
are much more likely to be on that margin in the first 
5 years after award; that those who are young at entry 
are also much more likely to be on that margin; and 
that many who work and forgo payments do not use 
SSA-financed employment services. Cumulative sta-
tistics also show that the share of recipients that uses 
a program work incentive at some point after program 

entry is much larger than the very small share that is 
using the incentive in a given month or year; that is, 
those who use these program features are a substan-
tial, rather than tiny, minority of all recipients. Of 
course this does not mean that the work incentives had 
their intended effect of helping recipients earn enough 
to give up their payments; we do not know what the 
employment and earnings of recipients would have 
been in the absence of the incentives, or under alterna-
tive work incentives.

Compared with the cross-section statistics, the 
cumulative statistics also reveal a major challenge to 
efforts to reduce program costs by making the work 
incentives more attractive, such as those implemented 
as a result of the Ticket Act. Such initiatives are likely 
to increase the use and cost of work incentives to the 
considerable number of recipients who already earn 
enough to forgo some or all of their payments. Find-
ings reported by Stapleton, Mamun, and Page (2014) 
illustrate this point: The introduction of TTW induced 
more young DI-only beneficiaries to use employment 
services but had little or no impact on the number of 
months in which they gave up their benefits for work.23 
Similarly, SSA is testing the Benefit Offset National 
Demonstration, an initiative that will allow many DI 
beneficiaries who would otherwise earn enough to 
give up their benefits for work to retain a portion of 
those benefits without having to reduce their earnings. 
Proposals to raise the SSI income and asset disregard 
thresholds, which have not been adjusted for inflation 
since the program’s 1974 inception, might make work 
more attractive for many SSI recipients, but would also 
increase program costs for all recipients who already 
use the earned-income exclusion.24 Targeting work-
incentive enhancements toward individuals who are 
unlikely to forgo their payments for work under the 
current incentives would improve the prospects for 
reductions in benefit costs, but such targeting is likely 
to encounter administrative and other challenges.

There are, of course, other important reasons to 
consider making the work incentives more attrac-
tive to disability program participants. Most notably, 
policymakers may wish to support the efforts of 
people with disabilities to be productive members of 
society; to help them share the fruits of the American 
economy; and to enable them to escape from the eco-
nomic hardships that many (especially those receiving 
SSI) will otherwise experience.25 Our findings imply 
that achieving these policy objectives without increas-
ing disability program costs will be challenging.

http://www.socialsecurity.gov/policy/docs/ssb/
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1 The new regulations made TTW more financially 
attractive to providers of employment services by (1) lower-
ing the level of recipient earnings needed for the provider 
to be eligible for payments, (2) increasing the total value 
of potential payments to providers, and (3) reducing the 
administrative burden for participating providers (Altshuler 
and others 2011).

2 In 1997, Congress grandfathered SSI eligibility for 
noncitizens who had entered the country before PRWORA’s 
enactment. For a description of the SSI provisions of 
PRWORA and subsequent legislation, see Schmidt (2004).

3 The SGA level for those determined to be blind is 
higher—in 2014, it was $1,800. Impairment-related work 
expenses, wage subsidies, and some other expenditures 
can be used to offset earnings for purposes of determining 
SGA.

4 In 2014, the SSI program’s definition of countable 
income, which disregards $1 out of every $2 of earned 
income, implied that an individual with income from wages 
only could earn up to $1,527 a month before SSI payments 
would be suspended, compared with $741 for an individual 
with nonwage income.

5 In 32 states and the District of Columbia, the applica-
tion process for SSI and Medicaid is combined, and a 
person qualifying for SSI is automatically eligible for Med-
icaid. In 7 states, the same rules used by SSA to determine 
eligibility for SSI are used to determine Medicaid eligibil-
ity, but a separate application is needed. The remaining 11 
states use their own means tests for Medicaid, and small 
shares of SSI recipients in those states do not qualify.

6 The 1619(b) income threshold is determined annually 
and depends on the state’s Medicaid expenditures for SSI 
recipients, which in 2014 ranged from $26,420 in Alabama 
to $56,786 in Alaska. For further details on SSI (and DI) 
work incentives, including Sections 1619(a) and 1619(b), see 
SSA (2014a).

7 Before the Ticket Act, SSA paid a few nonstate VR 
agency providers for services delivered to a very small 
number of recipients under its Alternative Participant 
program, which was phased out when TTW began.

8 A small minority of DI beneficiaries qualify as the dis-
abled adult child or the disabled widow(er) of a Social Secu-
rity beneficiary. Technically, most disabled adult children 
and disabled widow(er)s are not DI beneficiaries, because 
the primary beneficiary (parent or deceased spouse) quali-
fies under Old-Age and Survivors Insurance. Following 
common practice, however, we include all disabled adult 

children and disabled widow(er)s when we refer to DI 
beneficiaries.

9 The term “joint beneficiaries” describes a subset of 
individuals who receive DI benefits and SSI payments 
concurrently; specifically, it refers to persons who initially 
receive only SSI payments during the 5-month DI waiting 
period and then continue to receive an SSI payment after DI 
benefits start.

10 “New awards” included those to applicants who previ-
ously applied and were awarded SSI payments, but had 
since become ineligible and had to reapply.

11 The DAF was previously called the Ticket Research File.
12 Some SSI recipients who are deemed eligible for VR 

services may ultimately decide not to complete an Individu-
alized Plan for Employment or not to follow their completed 
plan. Identifying enrollment for VR services based on 
eligibility may therefore overestimate actual receipt of VR 
services and the level of human capital enhancement the 
VR system provides to SSI recipients.

13 Because RSA-911 data capture 90 percent of closures 
within 5 years of application, and the median time in the 
VR program is 465 days for those with employment and 
667 days for those without employment (Government 
Accountability Office 2005), service enrollment statistics 
for 2005 and 2006 also may be underestimated.

14 If a successful age-18 redetermination occurred before 
the recipient’s 18th birthday, we assign the recipient to a 
cohort based on the first month in which an SSI payment 
was received after turning 18. If a successful age-18 rede-
termination (or a successful adult reapplication) occurred 
after the recipient’s 18th birthday, we assign the recipient to 
a cohort based on the first month in which an SSI payment 
was made after the decision. Some former SSI child recipi-
ents had received SSI payments as adults (aged 18 or older), 
but were not found in the administrative records of age-18 
redeterminations. Of those, recipients who turned 18 before 
1997 are assigned to a cohort based on the first month in 
which an SSI payment was made after turning 18, because 
the age-18 redetermination process was not fully imple-
mented before 1997. Remaining recipients who turned 18 in 
1997 or later are assigned similarly if they had not been on 
the SSI rolls in the month before turning 18, suggesting that 
they had reapplied for SSI payments as adults. If they were 
on the SSI rolls in the month before turning 18, they are 
assigned to a cohort based on the first month in which an 
SSI payment was received after turning 19.

15 Specifically, beneficiaries are categorized by sex and 
age group (ages 18–19, 20–39, 40–49, 50–61, and 62–64), 
and each age-sex group is assigned a weight equal to the 
proportion of the 2001 national cohort it represented. We do 
not adjust for changes in the composition of other personal 
characteristics such as impairment type. Such changes 
seem to occur gradually relative to changes in policy or the 
economic environment. Adjusting for age already accounts 
for some of the changes seen in impairment types.
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16 See Schimmel and Stapleton (2011) and Schimmel and 
others (2013) for more details on how the NSTW measure 
was developed. Various NSTW measures, including the 
measure used in this analysis, have been developed and 
refined over the years, and they may be revised in the 
future. The NSTW measure we use was developed for the 
2008 DAF.

17 SSA usually terminates SSI eligibility if a recipi-
ent stops complying with SSI reporting requirements for 
12 months. When applicable, DI eligibility continues unless 
there is another reason for DI termination.

18 There are also circumstances under which a recipient 
of concurrent benefits has his or her DI benefit suspended 
or terminated because of SGA, but remains eligible for an 
SSI payment under Section 1619(a). We have not produced 
statistics on recipients in this mixed status.

19 Muller (1992) notes that earnings reported to the IRS 
sometimes include those for work performed in a differ-
ent year, such as delayed compensation, commissions, and 
vacation pay. This likely creates some errors in the timing 
of employment and earnings estimates for the second year 
after award and later, but such errors are less likely to affect 
cumulative statistics.

20 The difference between the cumulative percentages for 
NSTW and 1619(b) status implies that some SSI recipients 
entered NSTW without first going through 1619(b) status, 
which might happen for several reasons. For example, their 
earnings might exceed the 1619(b) threshold, they might 
prefer to avoid asset restrictions or reporting requirements, 
or they might be unaware of the Section 1619(b) incentive 
or misunderstand its value.

21 For more detailed results, see Ben-Shalom and others 
(2012).

22 Schimmel and others differentiate between beneficia-
ries who have assigned their ticket and those who have not, 
and they do not report statistics for the combined groups. 
The statistics reported here are for persons who had not 
assigned their ticket—a large majority of those in the 
sample. Statistics for those who had assigned their ticket 
are similar.

23 The study did not produce estimates for SSI recipients, 
for DI beneficiaries on the rolls many years prior to TTW, 
or for older beneficiaries. The estimates are for the period 
prior to the substantial changes to TTW regulations that 
were implemented in 2008.

24 See Social Security Advisory Board (2009) for further 
discussion of the earnings disregard and other SSI provi-
sions that are not indexed for inflation.

25 See Wright and others (2012) for poverty statistics on 
DI and SSI beneficiaries and She and Livermore (2007) 
for statistics on the material hardships beneficiaries 
experience.
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