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Social Security Disability Insurance Growth: Looking Ahead 
 

The Social Security Board of Trustees and the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) both project 
that, absent policy action, the Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) trust fund will be 
exhausted by 2016. The impending insolvency of SSDI owes in part to rapid growth in disability 
recipiency over the past two decades (the solid blue line in Figure 1). In a previous post, we 
discussed the factors underlying the growth in disability recipiency and concluded that about 56 
percent could be explained by a series of transitory events including population aging, increased 
women’s labor force attachment and the increase in the normal retirement age.1  

We also showed that the remaining 44 percent owed to changes in disability recipiency rates 
across a broad range of age-gender groups (the orange line in Figure 1). Researchers have argued 
that this residual increase in SSDI recipiency reflects a number of ongoing developments, 
including changes in the eligibility criteria for benefits, the financial generosity of the program, 
and the employment opportunities for potential beneficiaries (see Autor and Duggan 2010, 
Burkhauser and Daly 2011, and CBO 2012). 

In this post, we consider how the disability recipiency rate net of transitory factors (orange line 
in Figure 1) might evolve in the future. Since most of the transitory factors driving caseloads are 
waning, future growth in the program depends most importantly on the future evolution of this 
rate.   

In their most recent estimates2 (the dotted lines in Figure 1), the Office of the Chief Actuary’s 
(OCACT) 10-year projections of SSDI caseload growth suggest that age-gender adjusted 
recipiency will level off at approximately current rates. 

To put the OCACT projections into a historical context, we construct two alternative future paths 
of disability recipiency based on different assumptions about future caseload growth (see the 
gray shaded areas in Figure 1).3 The upper bound of each span shows how the recipiency rate 
would evolve if there were no leveling off and age-gender adjusted rates of disability receipt 

                                                 
1 http://www.frbsf.org/economics/economists/mdaly/explaining-disability-growth.pdf 
2 Although OCACT publishes forecasts of SSDI caseloads every year in its annual Trustees’ Report 
http://www.ssa.gov/oact/tr/2012/lr5c5.html, we use the less frequently published projections available in the 
OCACT’s Short-Range Actuarial Projections of the Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance Program since 
those publications also include fully disaggregated age-gender adjusted series necessary for our decomposition 
exercise in Figure 1. These data are available through 2010.  However, in analysis not shown here we compare the 
2010 forecasts with those for 2012 and find no meaningful difference in the forecasts.   
3 The blue dashed line shows the OCACT projections of SSDI disabled worker caseloads divided by Census Bureau 
population projections. To construct the span around this dashed line we allow the working-age population to evolve 
according to Census projections and the SSDI-eligible population to evolve according to OCACT projections. We 
then assume that the age-gender specific rates of SSDI receipt per eligible persons either stop growing completely or 
grow at the average rate observed from 1990-2010. In the orange dotted line we use the same OCACT forecast and 
alternative scenarios, but subtract off the portion of growth due to population aging, increased women’s labor 
market attachment, and the increase in the retirement age. 
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continued to increase at the average pace observed from 1990 to 2010. We choose 1990 to 2010 
to abstract from significant policy changes that affected caseloads in the 1980’s. The lower 
bound represents the opposite scenario, in which age-gender adjusted recipiency rates peak in 
2011 and remain flat thereafter. In both cases, we assume population ages according to OCACT 
projections. These two extremes are meant to capture a reasonable range of potential future 
outcomes.   

The Social Security Administration’s forecast of future disability receipt is very close to the 
bottom of our range of alternative projections. Should this projection materialize, SSDI caseloads 
will grow to about 9.5 million in 2019 and total expenditures for benefit recipients will be about 
$157 billion. If, however, disability recipiency continues as it has over the last two decades (the 
top of the gray shaded region), 2019 caseloads and costs would be considerably higher.  In this 
case, SSDI caseloads would total 11.3 million and total costs of disabled worker benefits would 
be $187 billion.4  

For policymakers considering how best to restore solvency to the SSDI system, knowing which 
of the various alternatives depicted in Figure 1 will occur is of critical importance.  But as Figure 
2 shows this is not an easy task. Figure 2 plots OCACT’s 10-year estimates of SSDI growth 
made at various points over the past 20 years.5 As the figure highlights, OCACT has mostly 
underestimated future disability receipt (the one exception being 1996).  

Overall, these findings suggest that future projections positioned closer to the middle of the 
range of potential scenarios might be a more reliable guide for policymakers.   
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*The views in this summary are those of the authors and should not be considered those of the 
Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco, or the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve 
System. 

 

                                                 
4 Costs are estimated using OCACT projections of average benefits in 2019. 
5 For consistency with Figure 1, we use data from OCACT’s Short-Range Actuarial Projections of the Old-Age, 
Survivors, and Disability Insurance Program publications which are published less frequently. Figure 2 shows every 
publication from this series. 
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