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Abstract 

 

In this paper we confirm our previous findings (Burkhauser, Houtenville and Tennant 2011) that 
the official BLS six-question sequence in the CPS generates a biased sample of working-age 
people with disabilities that not only understates the size of that population but overstates its 
employment rates and understates its use of SSDI and SSI. We do so by replicating our 2010 
CPS results and comparing them with findings from the 2009 CPS, the first year where the full 
CPS-ASEC sample can be used to do so. We then extend our analysis to the ACS data. From 
2005-2007 the ACS contained a sequence of six questions, including a work-limitation question. 
Using data from the 2007 ACS, the last year the work-limitation question was included in this 
sequence, we compare previous findings from our face-validity test using the 2010 CPS to our 
new findings from the 2009 CPS and show the robustness of these findings to several sensitivity 
analyses. The results from this expanded face validity test provide plausible evidence that those 
relying on the six-question sequence to capture the working-age population in either the CPS or 
ACS data will understate the prevalence of disability in that population, overstate the relative 
employment of those with and without disabilities, and understate the use of SSDI and SSI in the 
working-age population with disabilities. We then use all available years of CPS and ACS data 
to show the sensitivity to alternative measures of disability of levels and trends in the prevalence 
of disability among the working-age population and the employment and program participation 
of these working-age populations with disabilities. 
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An antecedent to any empirical-based policy analysis of the economic conditions of a 

given population is the conceptualization and implementation of a definition of that population.  

Age, sex, and, to a lesser degree, race are relatively easy to conceptually and operationally define 

and have proven to be relatively noncontroversial ways of identifying specific sub-populations. 

This has not been the case for disability. What distinguishes disability from age, sex, and race is 

that these latter three population definitions are largely immutable to the social and physical 

environment. That is, while the consequences of being old, female, or African-American are 

certainly affected by the social and physical environment, one’s calendar age, sex, and race are 

much less so.  

The definition of disability is more complex. Efforts to implement simple health-based 

conceptualizations of disability as meeting some objective medical standards have been 

abandoned, in part, because they are not sensitive to the importance of societal factors.  

Disability is now conceptualized as an interaction between a person’s health condition and the 

social and physical environment (Weathers 2009; World Health Organization 2001). In the 

World Health Organization’s International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health 

(ICF) framework, a health condition is a prerequisite for a disability. This health condition can 

lead to an impairment, activity limitation and/or participation restriction, and the presence of any 

of these states constitutes a disability. What remains controversial is exactly how to implement 

this conceptualization of disability for policy purposes.  

Since 1981, the Current Population Survey’s Annual Social and Economic Survey (CPS-

ASEC) has included a work-limitation question (see Table 1) that has been used extensively in 

the economics literature to capture the working-age population with disabilities. (See Bound and 
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Burkhauser, 1999, for an early review of the economic literature on disability, and, more 

recently: Acemoglu and Angrist, 2001; Burkhauser et al., 2002; Stapleton et al. 2003; Hotchkiss, 

2004; Houtenville et al. 2009).  But the use of a work-limitation question has been severely 

criticized. 1 Despite a warning from the then President of the American Statistical Society 

(Keller-McNulty, 2006) that research on technical and methodological adjustments to a work-

activities question continue until such a question could be added to the American Community 

Survey (ACS) to improve its measure of work disability, beginning in 2008 the work-limitation 

question was removed from the sequence of six questions currently used in that survey to capture 

the population with disabilities. (See Table 1 for the language used in these questions.) 

Furthermore, the Bureau of Labor Statistics chose to use this same six-question sequence in the 

Current Population Survey’s Basic Monthly Survey (CPS-BMS) beginning in June 2008. 

Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant (2011) use data from both the 2010 CPS-ASEC 

and CPS-BMS for non-institutionalized civilians (aged 25-61) who answered both the work-

limitation question and the six-question sequence and show that there are substantial differences 

in the employment and program participation rates in the two samples of the disability 

population created using these two sets of questions. They also develop a face validity test based 

on the ability of these two samples of the disability population to capture those who report that 

they are receiving Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income-

Disabled Adult (SSI) benefits. This is a plausible face validity test since this SSDI/SSI 

population has been determined by the Social Security Administration to be unable to perform 

any substantial gainful work activity. Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant (2011) found that 

the sample of the disability population based on the work-limitation question was better able to 

capture this SSDI/SSI population. Using these results as a base, we extend their analysis to 
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facilitate a comparison between employment and program participation rates found using 

alternative measures of the population with disabilities both between other years of the Current 

Population Survey (CPS) and the American Community Survey (ACS).  

We confirm Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant’s (2011) finding that the official 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) six-question sequence in the CPS generates a biased sample of 

working-age people with disabilities that not only understates the size of that population but 

overstates its employment rates and understates its use of SSDI and SSI. We do so by replicating 

their 2010 CPS results and comparing them with findings from the 2009 CPS, the first year 

where the full CPS-ASEC sample can be used to do so. We then extend our analysis to the ACS 

data. From 2005-2007 the ACS contained a sequence of six questions, including a work-

limitation question. Using data from the 2007 ACS, the last year the work-limitation question 

was included in this sequence, we compare findings from the Burkhauser, Houtenville, and 

Tennant (2011) face-validity test to our finding from the 2009 CPS and show the robustness of 

these findings to several sensitivity analyses. The results from this expanded face validity test 

provide plausible evidence that those relying on the six-question sequence to capture the 

working-age population in either the CPS or ACS data will understate the prevalence of 

disability in that population, overstate the relative employment of those with and without 

disabilities, and understate the use of SSDI and SSI in the working-age population with 

disabilities. 

We then use all available years of CPS and ACS data to show the sensitivity to 

alternative measures of disability of levels and trends in the prevalence of disability among the 

working-age population and the employment and program participation of these working-age 

populations with disabilities.  
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Data 

We use two datasets—the CPS and the ACS—to show the robustness of population 

“success outcomes” across alternatively defined samples of the working-age population with 

disabilities. Both the CPS and the ACS have at some point asked respondents questions about 

themselves and other household members related to work limitations as well as the degree that  

physical, mental, or emotional conditions cause serious difficulty in daily activities. 

The CPS is a joint effort of the BLS and the U.S. Census Bureau, and is the primary 

source of monthly labor force statistics in the United States. The multifaceted CPS includes the 

BMS, as well as supplements to it like the ASEC, which is fielded every March. The BMS data 

contain labor force and demographic information, including veteran status and period of service. 

Since June of 2008 it has also included questions related to disability. The March supplement 

provides the usual monthly labor force data provided in the BMS, but also includes questions on 

work experience, income, non-cash benefits, and migration (CPS, 2009a). Other supplements 

containing detailed questions on other policy topics are generally fielded in some other month 

every other year.   

The CPS uses a rotation system for its interviews. Each housing unit is followed for a 16-

month period—four months in-sample, eight months out-of-sample, and then four months in-

sample.  That is, a respondent in a selected housing unit is interviewed with respect to all persons 

living in that housing unit for four consecutive months. After eight consecutive months out of 

sample, a respondent in that housing unit is interviewed for another four consecutive months, 

after which the housing unit is retired from the CPS sample.2 In any sample month, one-eighth of 

the sample is being interviewed for the first time (month-in-sample, or MIS = 1), one-eighth is 

being interviewed for the second time (MIS = 2) and so on (CPS, 2006, p. 3-13). 
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From 1981 onward, the CPS-ASEC has included a question on work limitation. (See 

Table 1 for the language of this question.) This single question was included to facilitate the 

identification of individuals receiving disability-related sources of income rather than to fully 

capture the working-age population with disabilities (Hale 2001).   

Beginning in June 2008, a new sequence of six questions was included in the CPS-BMS 

for this purpose. (For a history of the development of these questions, see Miller and DeMaio, 

2006, and Brault, Stern, and Raglin, 2007.) The wording of these questions is found in Table 1. 

The questions are about physical, mental, or emotional conditions that cause serious difficulties 

with daily activities including vision, hearing, remembering/concentrating/making decisions, 

walking or climbing stairs, dressing or bathing, and going out of the house for errands. These 

questions were designed to replace a six-question sequence in the ACS that was first developed 

for the 2000 Census Long Form.  According to Census 2000 documentation, the original six 

question sequence was designed to capture a population consistent with legislative and 

programmatic needs, including: (i) informing the distribution of funds to develop programs for 

people with disabilities and the elderly under the Rehabilitation Act; (ii) providing data to ensure 

that comparable public transportation services are available for all segments of the population in 

accordance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA); (iii) supporting federal grant 

awards under the Older Americans Act, based on the number of elderly people with physical and 

mental disabilities; (iv) determining the assignment of funds for mass-transit systems to provide 

accessible facilities under the Federal Transit Act; (v) informing the distribution of funds for 

housing for people with disabilities under the Housing and Urban Development Act; (vi) 

determining the allocation of funds by states and local areas for employment and job training 

programs for veterans under the Job Training Partnership Act; (vii) educating state and county 
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agencies regarding anticipated eligible recipiency under the Medicare and Medicaid programs; 

and (viii) generating data relevant to the Social Security disability programs (U.S. Census, 2000).  

In June 2008, this six-question sequence was asked of all respondents scheduled to be 

asked questions in that month. Since then, all respondents are asked these six questions in their 

first and fifth months in the sample (CPS, 2009b). Importantly, while the six-question sequence 

in the CPS-BMS does not include a work-limitation question, all respondents continue to be 

asked this question in March when the CPS-ASEC is conducted together with the CPS-BMS. 

This results in the work-limitation question being asked together with the six-question sequence 

to the 25 percent of CPS-ASEC respondents for whom March is their first or fifth month in the 

sample. For the other 75 percent of CPS-ASEC respondents, the six-question sequence is asked 

in a different month of the CPS.  

The ACS is an annual survey that began in 2000. Designed by the U.S. Census Bureau, it 

was meant to replace the decennial Census Long Form.  Substantial testing occurred between 

2000 and 2004 which makes it difficult to compare results across years, so we begin our analysis 

in 2005. Table 1 shows the specifics of the ACS six-question sequence from 2005-2007.  This 

six-question sequence includes the work-limitation question as well as questions on physical, 

cognitive, ADL and IADL limitations, including a sensory question in which the vision and 

hearing questions were combined.  In 2008, the vision and hearing questions were separated and 

the work-limitation question was dropped from the sequence. (See Miller and De Maio, 2006; 

Brault, Stern and Raglin, 2007; and Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant, 2011, for a 

discussion of the evidence used in making this decision.) It is this revised ACS six-question 

sequence, not containing a work-limitation question, which is now used on both the ACS and 

CPS-BMS.  
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We focus on working age (25-61) civilians not living in group quarters. The employment 

variable is “employed in the reference period.” (See Table 1.) The program participation rate 

includes participation in SSDI and/or SSI. The ACS uses a single variable to capture all social 

security (Old-Age, Survivors and Disability Insurance) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

benefits. This single variable was also used in the CPS-ASEC prior to 2001.3 This gross social 

security benefit variable does not allow one to directly capture the specific program source of the 

benefit—Old Age, Survivors, Disability as well as SSI-Old Age, -Disabled Adult, or -Disabled 

Children. Beginning in 2001, the CPS used a multi-question sequence to separate SSDI and SSI-

Disabled Adult/Children income from other forms of Social Security program income.4  As we 

will see, this improvement in the program source for social security benefits question sequence 

substantially improves the credibility of our face validity test—a test that depends on accurately 

capturing those who are currently receiving SSDI or SSI based on their disability.  

In all cases when referring to CPS-ASEC income, the question is asked in March but the 

reference is to the previous year’s income. In contrast, respondents can be interviewed in any 

month in the ACS and their reference is to income from the previous 12 months. Because of this 

difference in how SSDI/SSI income is captured in the two data sets, we will show the sensitivity 

of our results to the use of either the gross or more precise measure of SSDI and SSI disability-

based benefits.  We will also show how sensitive our results are to the inclusion or exclusion of 

imputed values in the two data sets.  In the CPS, this means dropping any imputed values of 

“reason for Social Security” or “reason for SSI.”  In the ACS, this means dropping observations 

of Social Security income or Supplemental Security Income that have been “allocated.” We also 

look at the sensitivity of our results to whether or not respondents answered the work-limitation 
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and six-question sequence at the same time (March vs. some other month) in the CPS as well as 

if the questions reside in the same place in the questionnaire (ACS vs. CPS). 

Results 

Any set of questions that aims to fully capture the population with disabilities must also 

be able to accurately account for those receiving the two main forms of disability insurance—

SSDI and SSI.  Both programs have strict guidelines for determining eligibility for benefits—

whether or not the recipient has a health-based impairment that results in their being unable to 

engage in any Substantial Gainful Activity.  Hence Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant (2011) 

argue that one plausible face validity test of the relative value of the six-question sequence and 

the work-limitation question used in the CPS is their ability to capture this SSDI/SSI population. 

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of this face validity test for the working-age 

(aged 25-61) 2009 CPS-ASEC population (7.5 million) who have answered both the work-

limitation question in March and the six-question sequence either in March or in some other 

month of the CPS-BMS.  As can be seen in segment (B) of the Venn diagram, 56.3 percent of the 

population receiving SSDI/SSI benefits report having at least one of the impairments/activity 

limitations in the six-question sequence and a work limitation. The marginal contribution of the 

six-question sequence to this base number can be seen in segment (A) of the Venn diagram. It 

adds another 8.9 percent. Hence the six-question sequence (A plus B) captures 65.2 percent of 

the population receiving SSDI/SSI benefits. In contrast, the marginal contribution of the work-

limitation question to this base, found in segment (C), is 27.3 percent. The work-limitation 

question (B plus C) captures 83.6 percent of the population receiving SSDI/SSI benefits. These 

results provide evidence that the six-question sequence fails to capture over one-third of those 



10 
 

receiving SSDI/SSI benefits, a population that should be included in any working-age population 

with disabilities. When the population with disabilities is defined as responding positively to 

either of these seven questions (A plus B plus C), it captures 92.5 percent of those receiving 

SSDI/SSI benefits. Not only does the work-limitation question better capture the SSDI/SSI 

population but when added to the six-question sequence, it greatly improves the share of 

SSDI/SSI beneficiaries captured in the working-age population with disabilities. 

 Sensitivity tests of these findings. Figure 1 presents results from the March 2009 CPS-

ASEC, the first year in which everyone in that sample answered both the work-limitation 

question and the six-question sequence at some point during their interview cycle. In Table 2 we 

summarize results from alternatively created samples of the working-age population with 

disabilities that will show that within the CPS data these results are not sensitive to choice of 

year, type of variable used to capture the SSDI/SSI benefit population, exclusion of imputations, 

or the month in which the six-question sequence is answered. There are however substantial 

differences in the results between the ACS and CPS.  

Column 1 of Table 2 lists the various definitions of the sample of disability population 

used in our calculations based on the data set used to capture it, as well as variables or 

observations used within that data set to do so. The second row of Table 2 reports key findings 

from Figure 1.  The first row of Table 2 reports these same key finding for the 2010 CPS-ASEC 

sample replicated from Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant (2011). Column 2 reports the 

share of the SSDI/SSI population captured by both the six-question sequence and the work-

limitation sequence (B), Column 3 provides the marginal contribution of the six-question 

sequence (A), Column 4 does so for the work-limitation question (C), Column 5 reports results if 

all questions are used (A + B + C), and Column 6 reports the percent missed by Column 5. The 



11 
 

results for 2010 and 2009 are very similar across all columns. Note, for instance, that in Column 

6, 7.5 percent of those who report receiving an SSDI/SSI benefits are missed in the 2009 CPS, 

while 8.0 percent are missed in the 2010 CPS.   

Row 3 of Table 2 uses the 2009 CPS data but substitutes the gross measure of SSDI/SSI 

benefit receipt used in the CPS prior to 2001 and still used in the ACS data. As can be seen in 

Column 6, because this gross measure fails to screen out those aged 25-61 who are receiving 

some other form of social security benefit not related to a disability—e.g., widow or mother 

benefits—the percentage of persons receiving SSDI/SSI benefits under this measure who are not 

captured in our disability sample more than doubles from 7.5 percent to 18.9 percent. However, 

even when using this gross measure for our SSDI/SSI population, the marginal gain from the 

work-limitation question (Column 4) is still substantially greater than the marginal gain from the 

six-question sequence of disability (24.6 percent to 9.0 percent rather than 27.3 to 8.9  percent). 

This comparison provides evidence that the more detailed questions used to the capture 

SSDI/SSI benefit population in the CPS since 2001 yield a more accurate population of 

SSDI/SSI recipients. However both these methods of identifying beneficiaries provide face 

validity tests that yield consistent results with respect to the relative ability of the work 

limitation-based and six-question sequence-based samples of the working-age population with 

disabilities to capture these beneficiaries. 

 Row 4 of Table 2 provides these same summary statistics, but for the 2007 ACS. This is 

the last year that the ACS included the work-limitation question as one of the questions in its six-

question sequence.  Hence for the ACS we only use the first five questions in this six-question 

sequence to capture the non-work limitations sequence of questions since the fifth question 
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merges the vision and hearing questions reported in Table 1 into one question that includes 

“sensory” limitations.  

 Because the ACS only provides a gross measure of the SSDI/SSI population that we use 

for our face validity test, it is best to compare results in Row 4 with the 2009 CPS data in Row 3 

using this same gross measure of the SSDI/SSI population. As can be seen in Column 6, the use 

of this gross measure results in a much greater share of SSDI/SSI recipients not being captured in 

our disability samples whether it is used in the 2009 CPS (18.9 percent) or the 2007 ACS (16.7 

percent). So in this sense the face validity results from Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant 

(2011) are invariant to the data set used. But this is not the case with respect to the relative ability 

of the work limitation-based and non-work limitation-based disability samples to capture the 

gross SSDI/SSI beneficiary population in the ACS and CPS data. As can be seen in Column 2, a 

substantially larger percentage of the ACS gross SSDI/SSI population (65.8 percent) reports 

having both a “six-question sequence” impairment/activity limitation and a work limitation 

(Venn diagram section B) than is the case in the CPS gross SSDI/SSI population (47.5 percent). 

More importantly, the marginal contribution of the six-question sequence not only rises 

dramatically relative to the work limitation (11.3 percent vs. 6.2 percent) but actually increases 

in its marginal contribution from 9.0 to 11.3 percent, while the marginal contribution of the work 

limitation falls from 24.6 to 6.2 percent.  

Because we do not have a controlled experiment it is not possible to know with certainty 

why the ACS results are so different in this regard from the CPS results. However, one 

possibility is the substantial differences in the placement of the work-limitation question in the 

two data sets. In the CPS, the work-limitation question is part of the ASEC sequence and is 

asked in a completely different part of the questionnaire than it is in the six-question sequence.  
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In contrast, between 2005 and 2007 the work-limitation question was asked as the last question 

in a six-question sequence.  It may be that, other things being equal, it is less likely for someone 

to say “yes” to a work-limitation when they have just said “no” five times in a row to questions 

related to impairments or other activity limitations. Alternatively it may be the case that the 

survey enumerator might ask the respondent about the previous five questions again, to confirm 

that he or she only has a work limitation and not one of the other disabilities. If this is the case it 

would explain why in the 2007 ACS a greater share of the SSDI/SSI beneficiary population 

reports having both one of the five-question impairment/activity limitations and a work 

limitation-based disability. It would also explain why the marginal value of the five-question 

impairment/activity limitation rises while the marginal value of the work limitation falls.  

 Row 5 of Table 2 replicates Row 2 results for the 2009 narrowly defined SSDI/SSI 

beneficiary population but excludes all imputed values. As can be seen in Column 6, this reduces 

the share of beneficiaries who are missed in this disability sample from 7.5 percent to 6.2 

percent. It also increases the percent who report both a six-question sequence-based disability 

and a work limitation-based disability from 56.3 to 60.0 percent. But, it does not substantially 

change the marginal contribution of these two alternative measures.  In Row 6 of Table 2 we 

replicate Row 4 results for the 2007 ACS gross SSDI/SSI beneficiary population and show 

similar results. While excluding imputations adds to greater precision in our face validity test, it 

does not change the basic findings. 

Row 7 of Table 2 replicates Row 2 results for the 2009 narrowly defined SSDI/SSI 

beneficiary population. But in this case it includes only the 25 percent of respondents in the 

March CPS who also answer the CPS-BMS six-question sequence concurrently because this is 

their first or fifth sample month. This sensitive test is in response to a concern that asking the 
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work-limitation question and six-question sequence at different times could influence the results 

either because the underlying reasons for these responses have changed, the respondent has 

changed, or the makeup of the household has changed. Unlike in the ACS, the work-limitation 

question and the six-question sequence are in different parts of the CPS questionnaire series and 

therefore unlikely to influence each other. Comparing the two rows, our key face validity results 

do not appear to substantially change. It is the case that the share of SSDI/SSI beneficiaries 

captured rises slightly and the share of those reporting both a work limitation and an affirmative 

six-question response also rises slightly. This is consistent with an improvement in the precision 

of our face validity test when the questions are asked concurrently but the marginal importance 

of both sets of questions remains about the same—the marginal importance of the work 

limitation continues to dominate that of the six-question sequence. 

Comparing Levels and Trends in the Prevalence, Employment, and SSDI/SSI Rates 

 Since 1981 the work-limitation question in the CPS-ASEC has been used by economists 

within and outside government to estimate the prevalence of disability among the working-age 

population as well as their employment and program participation rates based on data from a 

sample of the total working-age population with disabilities captured by the work-limitation 

question (B + C, in Figure 1).  

This same question can be found on the ACS for the years 2005-2007.  But these three 

outcomes can also be determined using the five-question version of the “six-question sequence” 

(A + B) in the ACS data over these three years and using the ACS six-question sequence 

thereafter. Beginning in June 2008, this same six-question sequence can be found in the CPS-

BMS and because some portion of the 2007 and 2008 CPS-ASEC population answered both the 
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work-limitation question in March of those years and the six-question sequence in June 2008 or 

later in the CPS-BMS, it is also possible to provide estimates of these three outcomes using the 

six-question sequence for this part of the March 2007 and March 2008 CPS-ASEC populations 

as well as for the full CPS-ASEC population thereafter.5 It is also possible, in the years where 

both the work-limitation question and the six-question sequence are asked, to capture these 

outcomes for the union of these two sample populations (A + B + C). Below we will show these 

outcomes for all relevant years in the CPS and ACS data.  

But before doing so, Table 3 compares some general characteristics of the working-age 

population with disabilities in the 2009 CPS-ASEC (the first year in which the entire CPS-ASEC 

sample was asked the work limitation question in March and the six-question sequence either in 

March or in subsequent months) and in the 2007 ACS (the last ACS year in which similar 

questions were asked). The first three rows of Table 3 show the results for the six-question 

sequence (A + B), the work-limitation question (B + C), and the entire sample (A + B + C) using 

the 2009 CPS-ASEC data. The last three rows do the same using the ACS data. Comparing the 

share of the working-age population with disabilities captured in these samples by gender, age, 

race, or education, it appears that one’s choice of sample or data set does not matter. But as we 

saw in the previous discussion, this turns out not to be the case when it is important to also 

capture the size of the working-age population with disability (i.e., the prevalence of disability in 

the working-age population).  We will see that this is also the case in trying to capture the 

relative employment rate of those with and without disabilities in the working-age population 

and the SSDI/SSI program participation rate of working-age people with disabilities. These last 

two “success outcomes”  provide critical information to policy makers interested in how 
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successfully working-age people with disabilities are integrating into the work force or receiving 

federal income assistance because they are not.  

Figure 2 show levels and trends in the prevalence of disability in the working-age 

population from 1981 through 2010 using the work-limitation question (B + C) in the CPS-

ASEC to capture the subset of this population with a disability. While there has been some 

variation in the disability prevalence rate in the working-age population over this period, it does 

not appear to be sensitive to the business cycle (the vertical grey lines indicate the official NBER 

recession dates) and there also appears to be no secular trend. For 2005-2007, we show that the 

work-limitation question in the ACS yields somewhat lower prevalence rates but rates that are 

quite close to those based on the work-limitation question in the CPS. In contrast, the prevalence 

rate in the working-age population based on the five-question sequence in the ACS (A + B) is 

substantially above the prevalence rates based on the work-limitation question in the ACS since 

A is greater than C and the union of these two (A + B + C) yields an even higher prevalence rate 

since both A and C are non-empty cells.   

The prevalence rate of disability in the working-age population based on the new six-

question sequence (A + B) in the ACS is substantially below the prevalence rate based on the old 

five-question sequence. This suggests that it does a much poorer job of capturing the total 

population with disabilities than does the five-question sequence despite the fact that it separates 

the sensory question into two parts.  As discussed with respect to Table 2, this suggests that the 

absence of the work-limitation question  (B + C) in the new six-question sequence in the ACS is 

affecting the share of people who report a disability within this new six-question sequence (A + 

B) because a positive response to the work-limitation question asked as the sixth question in the 

old sequence (C) resulted in the respondent or enumerator returning to those first five questions 
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to more “consistently” answer them and hence move persons from the (C) into the (B) category. 

(Recall that in Table 2, the B share reported in the ACS was quite large in 2007 relative to the 

2009 CPS.)   

Finally, in 2009 and 2010 we are able to report prevalence rates for the working-age 

population with disabilities based on the new six-question sequence (A + B) in the CPS. 

Incidentally, doing so yields disability prevalence rates that are about the same as those found 

when using the work limitation-based question (B + C). This occurs because A is approximately 

equal to C. But the prevalence rate based on the union of these two samples of working-age 

people with disabilities (A + B + C) is substantially above the prevalence rates resulting from 

either the six-question sequence (A + B) or the work-limitation question (B + C), because both A 

and C are large. The prevalence rates based on this new seven-question sequence are in the range 

of the old six-question sequence in the ACS which included a work-limitation question.  

Figure 3 repeats the exercise undertaken in Figure 2, but now we focus on the relative 

employment of those with and without a disability where these samples vary by the same sets of 

questions and data sets discussed above. With respect to this important public policy success 

parameter, we find the same downward relative employment path for working-age people with 

disabilities (B + C) beginning around 1990 found by others in the literature. (See Stapleton and 

Burkhauser, 2002, and Burkhauser and Daly, forthcoming, for discussions of the literature on 

what is causing this downward trend.)  

For 2005-2007, using the work-limitation question in the ACS (B + C) yields virtually 

the same levels and trends in relative employment rates as reported in the CPS using this same 

question. This is consistent with the findings of Burkhauser et al. (2002) comparing samples 
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based on the work-limitation question in the CPS and NHIS data and the findings of Burkhauser 

et al. (2003) using the work-limitation question in the CPS and SIPP data. The relative 

employment rates found using the work-limitation question to determine the working-age 

population with disabilities appears to be insensitive to the data set in which this question is 

used.  

In contrast, the relative employment rates found using both the five-question sequence in 

the ACS (A + B) and the six-question sequence in the ACS (A + B + C) are substantially greater 

than those found using the work-limitation question to capture the working-age population with 

disabilities. But the trends are in the same direction, again consistent with previous results for the 

NHIS and SIPP using an alternative definition of the working-age population with disabilities 

compared to the work limitation-based definition to look at employment trends in those data sets. 

The new six-question sequence (A + B) in the ACS is in the range of the old five- and six-

question sequences in the ACS.   

Finally, in 2009 and 2010, the new six-question sequence-based CPS sample (A + B) 

which incidentally yields about the same prevalence rate as the work limitation-based sample (B 

+ C) in the CPS has much higher relative employment rates than those found in the work 

limitation based-disability sample. This finding is consistent with a sample (A + B) that misses a 

much larger percentage of those receiving SSDI and SSI benefits as shown in Table 2 and one 

that has fewer persons with work limitations more generally (it excludes everyone in C). The 

relative employment rates of the union of these two samples of working-age people with 

disabilities (A + B + C) are between these two subsamples when observed independently. While 

we are only comparing trends for two years, with the exception of the six-question sequence 

which is approximately constant, the other series are downward sloping. The relative 
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employment rates using the seven-question sequence in the CPS are in the range of the 

employment rates in the old six-question sequence in the ACS which also included a work-

limitation question.  

Figure 4 repeats the exercise undertaken in Figures 2 and 3, but here we focus on the 

share of the working-age population receiving SSDI/SSI benefits where the samples of the 

working-age population vary by the same sets of questions and data sets discussed above. Figure 

4 uses the gross definition of SSDI-SSI receipt discussed above in order to maintain a consistent 

definition of SSDI-SSI receipt from 1981 onward. This should be less of a problem than in our 

face validity discussion since we are focusing on those who report receiving SSDI/SSI benefits 

among the population with disabilities. So to the degree that those who are receiving other types 

of Social Security income are not in that population, the erroneous assignment of a SSDI/SSI 

benefit will not enter into the take-up rate of the potentially eligible population that we are 

focusing on in Figure 4.  

With respect to this important public policy success parameter, we find the same upward 

sloping take-up rate of SSDI/SSI for working-age people with disabilities beginning around 1990 

that is found by others in the literature based on the work-limitation question (B + C) in the CPS 

data. (See Stapleton and Burkhauser, 2002, and Burkhauser and Daly, forthcoming, for 

discussions of the literature on what is causing this upward trend.)  

For 2005-2007, the work-limitation question in the ACS yields approximately the same 

level and trends in SSDI/SSI take-up rate as reported in the CPS. In contrast, the SSDI/SSI take-

up rates using both the five-question sequence in the ACS (A + B) and in the six question 

sequence in the ACS (A + B + C) are substantially lower than in the work limitation question-
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based population but the trends are in the same direction. The new six-question sequence (A + B) 

in the ACS is in the range of the old five- and six-question sequence in the ACS and also upward 

sloping.  Finally in 2009 and 2010 both the six- and seven-question sequence-based samples in 

the CPS have much lower SSDI/SSI take-up rates than those found in the work limitation based-

disability sample.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter we confirm the Burkhauser, Houtenville, and Tennant (2011) findings that 

the official Bureau of Labor Statistics six-question sequence in the CPS generates a biased 

sample of working-age people with disabilities that not only understates the size of that 

population but overstates its employment rates and understates its take-up rate of SSDI and SSI 

benefits. We do so by first replicating their 2010 CPS face validity results and then finding 

approximately the same results using the 2009 CPS, the first year where a full CPS-ASEC 

sample can be used to do so.  

Using this same face validity test, we then compare the relative ability of work limitation- 

and six-question sequence-based samples of the working-age population with disabilities to 

capture SSDI/SSI beneficiaries in the 2007 ACS and 2009 CPS and find they are quite different.  

But part of the difference is explained by the use of a gross measure of the SSDI/SSI population 

in the ACS. The closer correlation between five-question sequence and work-limitation question 

responses and the reduced marginal importance of the work-limitation question in the ACS are 

likely the result of the fact that the work limitation question is the sixth question in that sequence 

in 2007. In the 2009 CPS, these two sets of question are asked in different sections of the survey. 
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We then use all available years of CPS and ACS data to show the sensitivity of the levels 

and trends of key policy success outcomes to alternative methods of defining samples of the 

working-age population with disabilities. We focus on the prevalence of disability among the 

working-age population as well as the relative employment rate and SSDI/SSI take-up rate of the 

working-age population with disabilities. Doing so, we find that while the level of these variables 

is sensitive to the questions used to capture the working-age population with disabilities, the 

trends in these outcomes appear much less so.  
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Table 1. Disability, limitation and employment definitions 

   

Definition criteria, by dataset  Question wording 

CPS‐ACES, 1981 ‐ onward   

Disability criteria   

Work limitation  Does anyone in this household have a health problem or disability 

   which prevents them from working or which limits the kind or  

   amount of work they can do? 

    

Employment  Last week, did [person] do any work for either pay or profit? 

 
ACS 2005‐2007    

Disability criteria   

Sensory  Does this person have any of the following long‐lasting conditions: 

   Blindness, deafness, or a severe vision or hearing impairment? 
 
Physical  Does this person have any of the following long‐lasting conditions: 

   A condition that substantially limits one or more basic physical  

   activities such as walking, climbing stairs, reaching, lifting or carrying? 
 
Cognitive  Because of a physical, mental, or emotional condition lasting 6 

   months or more, does this person have any difficulty in doing any 

   of the following activities: 

   Learning, remembering, or concentrating? 
 
Activities of Daily Living  Because of a physical, mental, or emotional condition lasting 6 

   months or more, does this person have any difficulty in doing any 

   of the following activities: 

   Dressing, bathing, or getting around inside the home? 
 
Instrumental Activities of Daily Living  Because of a physical, mental, or emotional condition lasting 6 

   months or more, does this person have any difficulty in doing any 

   of the following activities: 

   Going outside the home alone to shop or visit a doctor's office? 
 
Work limitation  Because of a physical, mental, or emotional condition lasting 6 

   months or more, does this person have any difficulty in doing any 

   of the following activities: 

   Working at a job or business? 

  Civilian: employed, at work or employed, with a job 
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Employment 

   but not at work 

 
CPS‐BMS, 2008 ‐ onward; ACS 2008 ‐ 
onward   

Disability criteria   

Sensory  Is anyone deaf or does anyone have serious difficulty hearing? 

    

   Is anyone blind or does anyone have serious difficulty seeing 

   even when wearing glasses? 

    

Physical  Does anyone have serious difficulty walking or climbing stairs? 

    

Cognitive  Because of a physical, mental, or emotional condition, does 

   anyone have serious difficulty concentrating, remembering 

   or making decisions? 

    

Activities of Daily Living  Does anyone have difficulty dressing or bathing? 

    

Instrumental Activities of Daily Living  Because of a physical, mental or emotional condition, does 

   anyone have difficulty doing errands alone such as visiting 

   a doctor's office or shopping? 
 
Employment  Last week, did [person] do any work for either pay or profit? (CPS) 

    

   Civilian: employed, at work or employed, with a job 

   but not at work (ACS) 

 

Source: CPS and ACS questionnaires 
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Both six question sequence and 

work‐activity limitation (B) 
(56.3%) 

 
 

Work  

limitation only (C) 
(27.3%) 

Six question  

sequence only (A) 
(8.9%) 

Six question sequence and/or work‐activity limitation  

(A + B + C) 
(92.5%) 

Figure 1. Number and percentage of the 7,505,824 non‐institutionalized civilians ages 25‐61 

receiving SSDI/SSI income who identify as having particular disabilities and limitations 

 

Source: Authors' calculations using the 2009 March Current Population Survey. 

Neither six question sequence nor work‐activity limitation 
(7.5%) 

 

Six question sequence (A + B) 

(65.2%) 

Work limitation  (83.6%) (B + C) 
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Table 2. Percentage of non‐institutionalized civilians receiving SSDI‐SSI income, by disability and dataset     

           

Characteristics of the sample definition     5‐ or 6‐ 
Work limitation 

only   Entire   Neither 

 
Both 
(B) 

Question 
only  
(A) 

  
(C) 

Sequence
(A+B+C)   

CPS  2010     narrow SSDI‐SSI definition  55.4  7.9  28.7  92.0  8.0 

CPS  2009     narrow SSDI‐SSI definition  56.3  8.9  27.3  92.5  7.5 

CPS  2009         gross SSDI‐SSI definition  47.5  9.0  24.6  81.1  18.9 

ACS  2007         gross SSDI‐SSI definition  65.8  11.3  6.2  83.3  16.7 

            

CPS   2009     narrow SSDI‐SSI definition       no imputed values  60.0  9.1  24.7  93.8  6.2 

ACS  2007          gross SSDI‐SSI definition      no imputed values  69.0  11.4  6.2  86.6  13.5 

            

CPS   2009     narrow SSDI‐SSI definition      month of March  58.6  8.6  24.7  91.9  8.2 

           
Source: Authors’ calculations using the March 2009 Current Population Survey; 2007 American Community Survey 
 
Notes:  Samples sizes: for  the ACS 2007 = 7,549,928 , for the  CPS 2009 gross definition= 9,222,050, for the CPS narrow 
definition = 7,505,824, for the CPS 2010 narrow definition = 7,337,059,   
for the CPS 2009 no imputed values definition = 6,452,959; and for the CPS 2009 month of March definition = 1,866,592 
respondents. 
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Table 3. Demographics, by disability type and dataset         

             

  2009  2007 

  CPS    CPS    CPS  ACS    ACS    ACS   

Demographic category 
6 

questions 
Work 

Limitation 
7 

questions 
5 

questions 
Work 

Limitation 
6 

questions 

Gender              

Male  49.093  49.316  49.199  47.878  46.808  47.873 

Female  50.907  50.684  50.801  52.122  53.192  52.127 

Age              

25 to 29 years  7.862  6.720  7.687  7.125  6.082  7.212 

30 to 34 years  6.389  5.984  6.729  6.876  6.203  6.954 

35 to 39 years  8.746  8.576  8.867  9.242  8.628  9.353 

40 to 44 years  10.830  11.110  11.003  12.740  12.291  12.695 

45 to 49 years  16.531  16.974  16.496  16.353  16.479  16.356 

50 to 54 years  19.052  19.069  19.062  18.782  19.364  18.673 

55 to 59 years  21.240  21.723  20.682  20.402  21.848  20.305 

60 to 61 years  9.351  9.844  9.474  8.480  9.104  8.451 

Race/Ethnicity              

White non‐Hispanic  67.326  66.582  67.294  67.787  67.794  67.461 

Black non‐Hispanic  16.526  17.799  16.585  15.170  16.455  15.436 

Other race non‐Hispanic  5.092  4.987  5.090  5.710  5.540  5.717 

Hispanic  10.919  10.516  10.907  11.333  10.211  11.385 

Educational Attainment              

Less than high school  21.535  22.899  21.284  23.136  26.281  23.132 

High school or equivalent  36.277  38.201  36.556  35.319  36.315  35.340 

Some college  28.575  27.084  28.170  28.568  26.893  28.490 

Bachelor's degree or more  13.612  11.816  13.989  12.978  10.510  13.039 

             
* Source: Authors’ calculations using the March 2009 Current Population Survey; 
2007 American Community Survey     

** In percent             
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Figure 2: Disability Prevalence, by disability type, civilian non‐institutionalized population, 
25‐61

CPS Work Limitation

CPS 6 question sequence

CPS 7 question sequence

ACS Work Limitation

ACS 5 question sequence

ACS old 6 question sequence

ACS new 6 question sequence

 

*Source: CPS-ASEC, 1981- 2010; CPS-BMS, 2009-2010; ACS, 2005-2009 
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Figure 3: Disability/No disability Employment Rate Ratios, by disability type, civilian non‐
institutionalized population, 25‐61

CPS Work Limitation

CPS 6 question sequence

CPS 7 question sequence

ACS Work Limitation

ACS 5 question sequence

ACS old 6 question sequence

ACS new 6 question sequence

 

*Source: CPS-ASEC, 1981- 2010; CPS-BMS, 2009-2010; ACS, 2005-2009 
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Figure 4: SSDI‐SSI rates, by disability type, civilian non‐institutionalized population, 25‐61

CPS Work Limitation

CPS 6 question sequence

CPS 7 question sequence

ACS Work Limitation

ACS 5 question sequence

ACS old 6 question sequence

ACS new 6 question sequence

 

*Source: CPS-ASEC, 1981- 2010; CPS-BMS, 2009-2010; ACS, 2005-2009 
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Endnotes 

                                                            
1 For an example of this criticism, see Hale (2001).  In response to Hale (2001), Burkhauser, Daly, Houtenville and 
Nargis (2002) showed that while there was a significant difference in the levels of employment found using a work 
limitation‐based population of working‐age people with disabilities relative to an impairment‐based population in 
the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS), there was no significant difference in their employment trends.  
Burkhauser, Houtenville and Wittenberg (2003) provide a more systematic discussion of this issue using data from 
the NHIS, CPS and Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP).  
  
2 Because this is a housing unit‐based survey rather than a person‐based survey, not only can the respondent differ 
but some members of the household can also vary each month and in the extreme all the original members of the 
housing unit can leave. Because we will only focus on the 2009 and 2010 March CPS‐ASEC data samples here, this 
is less of a problem. While only 25 percent of our sample respondents will answer the work‐limitation and six‐
question sequence in March, all other observations will come from earlier months in sample.  
 
3 This gross definition of SSDI‐SSI receipt covers everyone who received income in the past year from either Social 
Security or Supplemental Security Income.   
 
4 In 2001, the CPS‐ASEC added a set of four questions – two questions related to reasons for Social Security receipt 
and two questions related to reasons for SSI receipt.  One of the reasons for Social Security is “disabled.”  The SSI 
reasons include “disabled” and “blind.”  “Narrow” SSDI‐SSI receipt is defined here as a respondent who either 
received Social Security last year because his reason was “disabled” or received SSI last year because his reason 
was either “disabled” or “blind.” 
 
5 We do not report the results for 2007 and 2008 in Figures 2, 3, and 4 because small sample sizes (approximately 6 
percent of the 2007 CPS‐ASEC sample and approximately 35 percent of the 2008 CPS‐ASEC sample) yield 
somewhat noisy results. Figures 2, 3, and 4 are limited to those years with complete sample sizes. 


