Social Security Disability Insurance Works for the United States
Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) provides insurance against a risk faced by all Americans: the
experience of a life-changing disability or illness that renders one unable to support oneself through
work. When workers who have paid into Social Security become incapable of substantial work, as defined
by the program’s strict eligibility criteria, they can expect a portion of their wages to be replaced by SSDI.
For these disabled workers and their families, Social Security is a lifeline.
Who is Protected by Social Security Disability Insurance?
SSDI protects virtually all workers in America, whether they are currently receiving benefits or not. For all
face the risk of experiencing a severe disability during their working years. Indeed, about 1 in 4 of today’s
20-year-olds will become disabled before reaching age 67.i SSDI delivers benefits to disabled workers and
their families, while also providing insurance to existing workers against the risk of becoming disabled in
the future.




Over 150 million workers nationwide enjoy SSDI protection today.ii
4.8 percent of all Americans aged 18-64 received SSDI benefits in 2013.iii
Of the nearly 58 million Americans receiving Social Security benefits in 2013, 10,985,999 – or 18.9
percent – were SSDI beneficiaries.
o SSDI provided benefits to 8,940,950 disabled workers in 2013.
o 156,672 spouses and 1,888,377 children of disabled workers also received vital benefits from
SSDI in 2013.iv
o An estimated 1 million veterans receive SSDI.v

For the majority of Americans who experience a work-limiting disability before retirement, SSDI is the
primary, and often only protection against lost wages. Ninety percent of workers aged 21-64 whose
earnings were covered by Social Security were fully insured for SSDI in 2013. In contrast, only 32 percent
of workers in the private sector have any private, long-term disability insurance.vi
SSDI Benefits are Vital, but Modest
Workers who experience a disability severe enough to meet Social Security’s strict eligibility standards
face economic insecurity due to lost wages and the higher health care costs associated with disability. For
these workers, SSDI benefits are a vital source of income. SSDI benefits also – like all Social Security
benefits – stimulate the American economy.vii Yet, critical as they are, these benefits are quite modest –
just barely enough to keep an individual out of poverty. For workers whose wages support dependent
spouses and children, these benefits are even more critical.


Of the $812 billion received by Social Security beneficiaries nationwide in 2013, $140.1 billion
(17.2 percent) went to SSDI beneficiaries.viii
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The average annual SSDI benefit for a disabled worker is $13,983, just $2,213 over the federal
poverty level for an individual in 2015.ix
Eligible spouses of disabled workers receive an average annual benefit of $3,781.
Eligible children of disabled workers receive an average annual benefit of $4,194.x

The majority of disabled workers rely on these modest benefits for most, or, in some cases, all of their
income. SSDI benefits represent at least half of the income of 4 in 5 disabled workers, and the only
source of income for 3 in 10.xi
Like all Social Security benefits, SSDI provides critical antipoverty protection as well. Even with Social
Security Disability Insurance benefits, nearly 1 in 5 disabled workers had incomes below the poverty line
in 2010; without SSDI, nearly half would have been poor.xii To ensure that American workers and their
families continue to be protected against the grave financial risks of disability, SSDI benefits must not be
cut.
SSDI Beneficiaries Face Strict Eligibility Criteria
To receive SSDI, disabled workers must meet one of the strictest sets of eligibility criteria in the
developed world.xiii A worker must have a disability expected to last at least one year, or end in death.
Furthermore, the disability must be severe enough that it limits a worker’s ability to engage in
“substantial gainful activity.”xiv Because the criteria for eligibility are so strict, SSDI beneficiaries have
some of the most severe impairments, are unlikely to return to work, and tend to have higher death rates
than the general population.xv Indeed, 1 in 5 male and nearly 1 in 6 female beneficiaries die within five
years of being approved for benefits.xvi
Social Security is One System Providing Multiple Protections
Some claim rebalancing Social Security’s disability and retirement insurance funds would amount to the
disabled “stealing” from seniors. Yet these funds do not represent two fixed groups of beneficiaries, but
two types of insurance protection that Social Security provides to virtually all American workers, based
on one and the same formula.
The System’s Two Funds Must be Rebalanced by 2016
Unless contributions to Social Security’s disability and retirement funds are rebalanced, the disability
fund will face a shortfall by the end of 2016, causing SSDI benefits to be cut by one fifth. Some see the
disability shortfall as evidence of a need to cut benefits or fundamentally alter the program. Yet the
shortfall was long anticipated, is easily explained predominately by demographic and economic factors,
and is by no means attributable to fraud or abuse.xvii Moreover, Congress has reallocated payroll
contributions between Social Security’s retirement and disability funds 11 times in the past, and the
combined effect of the last two rebalancings in 1983 and 1994 was to shift funds away from the disability
to the retirement fund.xviii A temporary corrective rebalancing now would extend the solvency of the
disability fund through 2033, while shortening the projected solvency of the much larger retirement fund
by only one year (from 2034 to 2033).xix
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