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INTRODUCTION 1

1

Introduction

The Social Security Administration (SSA) is reengineering its disability
claims process for providing cash benefits and medical assistance to blind and
disabled persons under the Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) program
and the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) Program (Title II and Title XVI of
the Social Security Act). As one element of this effort, SSA has proposed a
redesigned disability determination process. The agency has undertaken a multi-
year research effort to develop and test the feasibility, validity, reliability, and
practicality of the redesigned disability determination process before making any
decision about implementing it nationally. SSA requested the National Academy
of Sciences to review and provide advice on its research relating to the
development of a revised disability decision process, including the approach,
survey design, and content of the Disability Evaluation Study (DES). One of the
committee's tasks is to examine SSA's research into existing and other developing
functional assessment instruments for the redesign efforts and to provide advice
for adopting or developing instruments for the redesigned decision process and
the DES. (See Appendix A for the study mandate.)

In 1995, SSA contracted with Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) to
review systems, methods, and instruments that measure a person's functional
capacity to work and to evaluate their potential application in the disability
decision process. VCU's main conclusion in its report was that no government or
private organization is currently using functional assessment instruments
specifically for determining work disability benefits and a global measure of
functional assessment does not exist that would be a valid indicator of disability
for populations currently served by SSA. Such an instrument will likely have to
be developed.

As a step toward exploring these issues, the National Academy of Sciences'
Committee to Review the Social Security Administration's Disability Decision

Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.
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INTRODUCTION 2

Process Research convened a workshop on functional capacity as it relates to
work requirements for the working age population. The workshop, held on June
4-5, 1998, was an opportunity to augment the knowledge and expertise of the
committee through focused discussion of research into existing functional
assessment and other instruments and protocols being developed; a wide range of
researchers and other interested members of the public took part. Participants
included members of the committee; experts on functional assessment, work
performance, and physical and cognitive impairments; and other invited experts.!

OBJECTIVES AND FOCUS OF THE WORKSHOP

The objectives of this workshop were to better understand how functional
capacity for work can be defined, to explore how measures can be designed and
used to assess a person's ability to work, and to aid the committee in advising SSA
on measuring functional capacity in relation to work requirements for SSA's
disability decision process.

The workshop opened with a presentation of a paper on measuring
functional capacity of persons with disabilities in light of emerging demands in
the workplace. Participants then identified and discussed issues pertaining to:

* linking components of functional capacity domains with work
requirements;

» desired characteristics of instruments to measure functional capacity to
work;

* the use of functional capacity measures in public and private programs in
the United States and in other countries in determining eligibility for
disability benefits; and

* measurements of functional capacity to work that require resolution before
implementation in SSA's redesigned disability decision process.

The workshop attempted to link these issues with some of the operational
issues involved in applying and using academic research in a program setting
specific to SSA's disability decision process.

This report is a summary of the workshop presentations’ and group
discussions flowing from these presentations outlined in the agenda
(Appendix B). This report is limited to the views and opinions of those
participating in the

! The committee organized the workshop through a small planning group composed of
Edward Yelin, Dorothy Rice, Harold Pincus, and Donald Patrick. The full committee
reviewed the plans, and modifications were made in response to the comments received.
Thus, the workshop reflects the collective thinking of the committee regarding the issues
discussed.

2 The exception is the first paper, which is included in its entirety in chapter 2.

Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.
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INTRODUCTION 3

workshop and reflects the concerns and areas of expertise of the participants (A
list of participants is shown in Appendix C). As such, the report does not provide a
comprehensive review of the research and current status of functional assessment
measures for work requirements. The issues and themes of the workshop
provided a unifying focus for the various presentations and discussions that
flowed over the course of the day-and-a-half workshop. The organization of the
report approximates the order of presentations at the workshop.

Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.
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Measuring Functional Capacity of Persons
with Disabilities in Light of Emerging
Demands in the Workplace

EDWARD YELIN, PH.D.

Professor of Medicine and Health Policy,
University of California at San Francisco

The Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) program was established in
1956 and was fully operational in 1960, nearly four decades ago (Berkowitz,
1987; Derthick, 1990; Mashaw and Reno, 1996a; Stone, 1984). Many of the
problems in disability determination that bedevil the SSDI program were evident
prior to its passage because of the experience gained from private disability
insurance programs and workers' compensation (Starr, 1982). However, many
were not, because the economy and society had changed. The procedures that
were implemented to make disability determinations in 1960 reflect an economy
dominated by goods production, physical labor, hierarchical organization, and
long job tenures (Yelin, 1992); a population thought to be at risk for work loss
primarily because of the chronic diseases of aging (Chirikos, 1995; Stapleton et
al., 1995); and the view that most such conditions would lead, inexorably, to
functional decline without any prospect for improvement.

The procedures which the Social Security Administration (SSA) will soon
put in place to assess functional capacity for work in the contemporary economy
may still be in use in 2040, when the youngest of the baby boomers will be 80
years old and their children will be within a decade of retirement. Thus, when we
evaluate procedures to assess functional capacity for work now, it is necessary to
keep in mind that they must prove relevant to the economy four decades in the
future.

This paper describes some of the changes in the labor market that have
occurred since 1960 and shows the extent to which the labor market experience
of people with disabilities reflects these trends. It then describes briefly the
Department of Labor's (DOL) new Occupational Information Network (O*NET)
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system, which is designed to capture the changes in the labor market, and with
which SSA hopes to assess the demands of contemporary jobs.

Although it would be hazardous to predict what the labor market will be like
in the distant future, several of the most important trends have been unfolding for
several decades and can be expected to continue in the years to come (Bell, 1983;
Hirschhorn, 1988; Levy, 1987; Piore and Sabel, 1984; Wilson, 1997). These
trends include a relative shift from goods-producing occupations and industries to
the distribution of services; the increasing demand for highly skilled and highly
trained labor and the erosion of demand for those with less skill and training; the
emergence of new ways of accomplishing work within the firm; and the
emergence of alternative work arrangements throughout the economy.

Some of these trends are relatively easy to quantify, for example, the growth
of jobs in services. Some are more difficult to measure and evaluate, for
example, the growth of contingent employment arrangements (Belous, 1989;
Polivka, 1996), the putative erosion of job security (Nardone et al., 1997), and the
flattening of workplace hierarchies (Osterman, 1988). And many of the changes
are not quite as dramatic as some analysts claim: much of service work is
physically demanding and much of it, regardless of the physical demand, is
repetitious. All, however, are difficult to translate into a simple set of instructions
for assessing functional capacity for work. Indeed, if there is a message that
emerges from an analysis of the trends in the labor market, it is that in the
contemporary economy, the division of tasks within and among jobs is growing
increasingly complex.

As work demands change, the most important characteristic of those capable
of thriving may be the ability to do multiple tasks in an overlapping and
constantly evolving series of relationships and to adapt to new responsibilities.
The problem facing the SSA is a daunting one: how to assess an individual's
capacity to do a complex mix of tasks now and to learn a new mix later.

LABOR MARKET DYNAMICS: 1960 TO THE PRESENT

Dynamics in Labor Force Participation. The 1950s and 1960s are viewed by
some as the halcyon era in the U.S. economy, with high growth rates sustaining
unprecedented increases in the standard of living, allowing most families to
survive on one income, and in turn, reinforcing the social ethic of the time that
women should not work outside the home (Levy, 1987). In 1960, just under 60
percent of the working age population was in the labor force (Table 2-1). The
overall labor force participation rate has increased by more than 12 percent in the
interim, having reached almost two-thirds as of 1996.

Gender. This overall increase in labor force participation rates masks
substantial differences by gender and age. Among all working age men, labor
force participation rates declined by more than 10 percent, but men 55 to 64 years
old experienced an even steeper decline, 22.8 percent (Table 2-1). Conversely,
among all
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Table 2-1. Labor Force Participation Rates, by Gender and Age, United States, 1960—
1996

Year Percent Change,
Gender and Age 1960 1970 1980 1990 1996  1960-1996
Percent
All persons 59.4 60.4 63.8 66.5 66.8 12.5
Men
18-64 years 833 79.7 774 76.4 74.9 -10.1
55-64 years 86.8 83.0 72.3 67.8 67.0 -22.8
Women
18-64 years 377 433 51.6 57.5 59.3 57.3
25-34 years 36.0 45.0 65.4 73.5 75.2 108.9

SOURCE: Bureau of the Census, 1981, p. 381; 1997, p. 397.

working age women, labor force participation rates rose by 57.3 percent,
from 37.7 percent in 1960 to 59.3 percent in 1996. Among women 25 to 34 years
old, labor force participation rates more than doubled, from 36.0 percent in 1960
to 75.2 percent in 1996. Thus, the overall increase in labor force participation
rates represents the net effect of a decline among men, particularly older men, and
an increase among women, particularly younger women.

Race. Race plays a part in labor market dynamics and would appear to
interact with gender.? In the last quarter century, labor force participation rates
increased among all working age white persons by 11.5 percent, but the increase
among all working age black persons was only 3.7 percent (Table 2-2). The
decline in labor force participation rates among all working age white men was
only about half that experienced by black men (5.3 and 10.2 percent,
respectively), while the increase among white women was far larger than that
among black women (38.7 and 22.0 percent, respectively). In 1970, black men
were almost as likely as white men to be in the labor force, but this was no longer
the case in 1996. In 1970, black women had substantially higher labor force
participation rates than white women. The larger increase in labor force
participation rates among white women since 1970 has resulted in the two groups
of women having nearly identical participation rates.

3 Prior to 1970, published labor market series combined all noncaucasians into one
category. Accordingly, in this paper racial differences in labor force participation are
reported from 1970 to 1996.
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Table 2-2. Labor Force Participation Rate, by Race and Gender, United States, 1970
1996

Year Percent Change,
Gender and Age 1970 1980 1990 1996 1970-1996
Percent
White 60.2 64.1 66.9 67.1 11.5
Men 80.0 78.2 77.1 75.8 -5.3
Women 42.6 51.2 574 59.1 38.7
Black 61.8 61.0 64.0 64.1 3.7
Men 76.5 70.3 71.0 68.7 -10.2
Women 49.5 53.1 583 60.4 22.0

SOURCE: Bureau of the Census, 1991, p. 407; 1997, p. 397.

Age. Another factor affecting the labor market over the last several decades
—one likely to have an even more profound impact on the proportion of the
working age population at risk for work disability in the years to come—has been
the dramatic change in the age structure of society as the baby boomers age
(Table 2-3). The proportion of the population 18 to 34 years of age rose
substantially between 1960 and 1980, but has since fallen, while the proportion
34 to 44 rose between 1980 and 1996, and the proportion 45 to 54 has just now
begun a precipitous increase, to be followed in the decade to come by a
substantial rise in the proportion of workers 55 and over.

The importance of the aging of population for the labor market can be seen
in Table 2-4. In 1996, more than 80 percent of people 20 to 34, 35 to 44, and 45
to 54 years of age, respectively, were in the labor force. In each case, these
percentages had risen over time, as the labor market accommodated the
substantial increases in labor force participation rates among women. The
increases in labor force participation rates were all the more remarkable, given
that the absolute number of young and middle-age workers was increasing
because of the baby boom generation. Thus, the labor market accommodated an
increasing percentage of a substantially larger number of persons.

However, labor force participation rates are much lower among people 55 to
64 than among those 45 to 54, and they declined among persons in the former age
group throughout most of the last two decades. The decrease in labor force
participation rates among persons 55 to 64 before 1990 occurred because more
people these ages chose to leave work prior to the ages when Social Security
eligibility begins (at 62) and reaches its maximum (currently at 65). Labor force
participation rates are lower among persons 55 to 64 at any one point, because
persons in this age group face higher rates of displacement from their jobs and
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Table 2-3. Age Structure of Population 18 Years and Over, United States, 1960-1996

Year
Age 1960 1970 1980 1990 1996
Percent

18-34 years 21.6 24.4 29.6 28.2 23.2
35-44 years 134 11.3 11.3 15.1 16.4
45-54 years 11.4 114 10.6 10.1 12.2
55-64 years 8.6 9.1 9.6 8.5 8.1
>65 years 9.2 9.8 11.3 12.5 12.8

SOURCE: Bureau of the Census, 1984, p. 31; 1997, p. 15.

Table 2-4. Labor Force Participation Rates, by Age, United States, 1960-1996

Year
Age 1960 1970 1980 1990 1996
Percent
20-34 years 62.0 65.0 77.3 81.4 81.6
35-44 years 67.3 65.0 79.7 85.7 84.3
45-54 years 72.1 73.3 74.1 80.9 81.5
55-64 years 56.4 60.3 55.2 54.8 57.1
>65 years 19.2 16.1 12.1 10.9 11.8

SOURCE: Author's calculations based on information in: Bureau of the Census, 1984, p. 31; 1990, p.
13; and 1997, pp. 15, 400.

because the prevalence of health problems associated with aging begins to
affect substantial number of people at these ages. As a result of the increasing
number of persons 55 to 64 years of age, in the future, a higher proportion of the
working age population will be at risk for the onset of the chronic diseases of
aging, putting increased pressure on the SSDI program.

Education. As was seen in Table 2-1, the proportion of working age adults in
the labor force rose substantially between 1970 and 1996. The increase in labor
force participation rates affected all but those individuals who had not finished
high school (Table 2-5). Moreover, the magnitude of the increase was larger with
each increment in educational attainment. Thus, labor force participation rates
increased among high school graduates by 11.0 percent, among those with
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Table 2-5. Labor Force Participation Rates, by Educational Attainment, United States,
1970-1996

Year Percent Change,
Educational Attainment 1970 1980 1990 1996  1970-1996
Percent
Less than high school 65.5 60.7 60.7 60.2 -8.1
High school graduate 70.2 74.2 78.2 77.9 11.0
Some college 73.8 79.5 83.7 83.7 13.4
College graduate or more ~ 73.8 86.1 87.8 87.8 19.0
Gradient
1.13 1.42 1.45 1.46

SOURCE: Bureau of the Census, 1997, p. 399.

some college by 13.4 percent, and among those with a college degree or
more, by 19.0 percent. As a result, by 1996, labor force participation rates among
college graduates were almost 50 percent higher than among persons with less
than a high school education.

Since 1960, the proportion of the adult population with at least a high school
diploma has almost doubled (from 41.1 to 81.7 percent), and the proportion with
four or more years of college has more than tripled (from 7.7 to 23.6 percent)
(Bureau of the Census, 1997, p.159). Nevertheless, a substantial fraction of the
cohorts entering the ages of highest risk for work disability have less than a high
school education, including more than 12 percent of those now 35 to 44, more
than 13 percent of those now 45 to 54, and more than 22 percent of those now 55
to 64 (Bureau of the Census, 1997, p.160). These individuals may face a difficult
time maintaining a toehold in the labor market. In addition, about a third of these
cohorts have no more than a high school degree. Although the labor force
participation rate for high school graduates increased by 11.0 percent overall
after 1970, it decreased slightly between 1990 and 1996. If the latter trend
continues or accelerates, more high school graduates will fail to enter the labor
market.

Dynamics in Employment Characteristics. There is little doubt that there has
been a fundamental shift in the kind of work done, as reflected in the change in
the distribution of occupations and industries. However, analysts disagree on the
degree to which there has been a corresponding shift in how work is done.
Osterman (1988) noted that throughout much of this century, firms had two kinds
of employees: a salaried workforce paid to design and monitor work processes,
who were given relative autonomy to carry out their work, and had security of
employment ("white
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collar" workers), and an hourly wage workforce paid to implement these work
processes, with little discretion over how the work was done, and who were
retained only when the demand for products justified continued employment
("blue collar" workers). Osterman observed that more recently, many firms were
melding the two kinds of jobs: bringing the expertise of those involved in
production of goods and services into the design of work processes, while
reducing the security of employment among the white collar workforce.

The signposts for the changes described by Osterman include flattened
workplace hierarchies, broadened and variable work tasks for each job, reduced
job tenure, increased use of part-time and temporary workers, alternative work
arrangements, and higher rates of job displacement. There is strong evidence in
the work disability literature that providing flexible working conditions and job
autonomy reduces the probability that an individual with an impairment will stop
working (Yelin et al., 1980). Indeed, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990
(ADA) mandates the provision of such accommodations to help sustain
employment (West, 1991). The model underlying the research on the effect of
accommodation on employment as well as the reasonable accommodation
provisions of the ADA, is that increased autonomy to perform an existing mix of
job demands in the context of a long-term relationship with an employer will
improve job prospects. However, it is not known how well persons with
disabilities can function when asked to flexibly shift among job tasks and work
groups, especially with decreased levels of job security.

Ongoing data collection efforts at the DOL's Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS) measure some of the shifts in working conditions—;job tenure, frequency
of part-time and temporary employment, alternative work arrangements, and rates
of job displacement. They do not capture changes in the nature of work-place
hierarchies and in the mix of work tasks for each job. Obtaining such information
will be critical in assessing the functional demands of work and, therefore, in
assessing the capacity of persons with disabilities to function on the job.

Industries. Table 2-6 shows the change in the number of employees and
share of nonagricultural employment among industries since 1960. It provides
information on the most tangible signpost of the change in the nature of work. In
1960, the goods-producing sectors of the economy (mining and construction, and
manufacturing) accounted for 6.7 and 31.0 percent of employment, respectively.
Since then, the share of employment accounted for by mining and construction
has decreased by about a quarter, and the share accounted for by manufacturing
decreased by slightly more than half. Indeed, at a time when total employment
more than doubled (datum not in table), the absolute number of manufacturing
workers increased by only 8 percent, from 16.8 million in 1960 to 18.2 million in
1996. Thus, as of 1996, the goods-producing sectors of the economy accounted
for only a fifth of total employment.

Concurrently, there was substantial growth in the share of employment in
the finance, insurance, and real estate sectors (18.4 percent net decline from
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