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Introduction

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA)
(P.L. 101-336) gives civil rights protections to persons
with disabilities similar to those provided on the basis
of race, color, sex, national origin, age, and religion.
Title I of the ADA prohibits discrimination in employ-
ment practices by private employers, state and local
governments, employment agencies, and labor unions
for employers with 15 or more employees.! The ADA
requires employers to offer “reasonable accommoda-
tion” to employees with disabilities and prohibits dis-
crimination in hiring, promotion, and firing. The goal
of the ADA is to level the playing field in employment
for people with disabilities and better integrate work-
ing age people with disabilities into the labor market.

In 2001, Daron Acemoglu and Joshua Angrist pub-
lished their seminal paper, Consequences of Employ-
ment Protection? The Case of the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act. They examined employment time-trends
among workers with disabilities from 1988 (shortly be-
fore the passage of the ADA) to 1996, using data from
the March Current Population Survey (CPS), to deter-
mine whether the ADA influenced the employment of
people with disabilities. Their key finding was that the
CPS data showed a post-ADA decline in employment
among young men and women with disabilities. Con-
trolling for other employment factors, including the
increased number of Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) and Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)
recipients, they concluded that the ADA led to reduced
employment for younger workers with disabilities.
Their results were less clear cut for older workers.?
They cited the cost to employers of compliance with
the ADA and fear of lawsuits as potential causes of the
observed decline in employment.

I The ADA employment provisions (Title I) took effect on July
26, 1992, and covered employers with 25 or more employees.
This threshold was reduced to include employers with 15 or
more employees on July 26, 1994.

2 DeLeire (2000) using data from the Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP), but a somewhat different
modeling strategy, reports similar results using the same one-
period work limitation definition of disability as Acemoglu
and Angrist (2001). DeLeire (2003) reviews this work and the
work of his critics. See Stapleton and Burkhauser (2003) for a
fuller discussion by both DeLeire and his critics—Kruse and
Schur (2003) and Blanck, Schwochau and Song (2003).

Acemoglu and Angrist’s (2001) emphasis on the ADA
as a deterrent to increased employment triggered a
lively debate about whether the ADA or other factors
were responsible. More fundamentally, some research-
ers questioned whether this decline was real or merely
an artifact of inadequacies in the CPS data used to
quantify employment trends among people with dis-
abilities. In Houtenville and Burkhauser (2004), the
research summarized in this brief, we address the key
questions: (a) did the employment of people with dis-
abilities decline in the 1990s? and (b) was the ADA
responsible for the decline? The evidence we present,
described below, leads us to conclude that the employ-
ment rate did decline, but that the decline was not a
consequence of the ADA.

Did the Employment of People with
Disabilities Decline in the 1990s?

Burkhauser, Daly, Houtenville and Nargis (2002) and
Burkhauser, Houtenville and Wittenburg (2003) inves-
tigated whether the CPS can be used to measure the
employment time-trends of working-age people with
disabilities. They compared results using different
data sources: the March Current Population Survey
(CPS), conducted by the Bureau of the Census and

the Bureau of Labor Statistics; the National Health In-
terview Survey (NHIS), conducted by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention; and the Survey of In-
come and Program Participation (SIPP), a longitudinal
survey conducted by the Bureau of the Census and the
Bureau of Labor Statistics. All three surveys include a
nationally representative sample of the United States
population, along with some information on activity
limitations and/or health status.

Disability is a controversial concept to define and mea-
sure. There is no universal agreement on the most ap-
propriate definition of the population with disabilities,
and no existing data source captures all of the aspects
of disability for a representative sample of the United
States population. Burkhauser et al (2003) put the
available empirical evidence based on disability ques-
tions from the NHIS, CPS, and SIPP into a framework
based on two prominent definitions of disability: im-
pairment and activity limitation. An impairment-based
definition identifies a population with physical or men-
tal losses that impair function. Prior to 1997, the NHIS
provided sufficient information to empirically capture



this definition since it contained a checklist of specific
impairments; e.g., “blind in both eyes,” “deaf in both
ears.” An activity limitation-based definition identifies
a population with health conditions that limit the abil-
ity to perform an activity, such as the kind or amount
of work that can be performed. The CPS, NHIS and
SIPP all contain a work-limitation question, although
each is worded differently. The CPS asks whether sur-
vey participants have “a health problem or disability
which prevents them from working or which limits
the kind or amount of work they can do?” The CPS
also allows for the identification of a two-period work
limitation in the Matched CPS sample. A portion of
the CPS sample receives the March CPS supplement
(which contains the work limitation question) twice,

in March of one year and then in March of the next
year; i.e., matched from March-to-March. This popu-
lation has longer-term disabilities by definition and

is more likely to be eligible for SSDI/SSI benefits and
ADA protection than the population defined by a one-
period work limitation.

Burkhauser et al (2002, 2003) compared the employ-
ment rates of working-age men and women across
populations identified by the different data sources
and disability definitions: CPS work limitation, NHIS
work limitation, Matched CPS two-period work limita-
tion, and NHIS impairment. They report that, despite
significant differences in the level of employment rates
across these populations, the time-trends of these em-
ployment rates followed the same pattern—all rose in

Figure 1.

Average Annual Weeks Worked of Working-Age (Ages 21-58) Persons with Disabilities as a Percentage of Average
Annual Weeks Worked of Working-Age Persons without Disabilities in the CPS and Matched CPS Data, 1980-2002.
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the 1980s and declined in the 1990s. While the num-
ber of observations in the SIPP is too small to statisti-
cally test for differences in time-trends, the SIPP data
show the same decline in employment rates in the
1990s identified in the NHIS and CPS data.

In Houtenville and Burkhauser (2004), we replicate
the analysis of Acemoglu and Angrist (2001) and ex-
amine the sensitivity of their alternative definitions

of disability and employment. We examine whether
their findings using the CPS work limitation definition
of disability hold when using the Matched CPS two-
period work limitation definition of disability. We also
examine whether their findings based on an annual
weeks worked definition of employment hold when
using four alternative employment definitions: (1) an-
nual average weekly hours, (2) annual hours worked,
(3) a dichotomous measure reflecting a connection

to the labor market, whether annual hours worked is
greater than or equal to 52 hours, and (4) a dichoto-
mous measure reflecting full-year full-time employ-
ment, whether annual hours worked is greater than or
equal to 1,400 hours. All five measures of employment
refer to the calendar year prior to the March in which
the CPS was fielded.

In our paper, we first examine the sensitivity of the
basic time-trends reported by Acemoglu and Angrist
(2001) using the methods of Burkhauser et al (2002,
2003). Again, while the five measures of employment
yield significantly different levels of employment of
working-age people with disabilities, the time-trends
are not significantly different, and all five measures
show that the employment of working-age people with
disabilities peaked in 1989 and fell dramatically over
the 1990s.

Figure 1 contains the average annual weeks worked
of working age men and women (aged 21-58) with
disabilities relative to people without disabilities (i.e.,
the average annual weeks worked of people with dis-
abilities as a percentage of the average annual weeks
worked of people without disabilities) from 1980 to
2002. In the first series in this figure, disability is de-
fined with the CPS work limitation measure used by
Acemoglu and Angrist (2001).® As this figure shows,
the relative annual weeks worked of the population

3 The years in Figure 1 refer to the year for which employment
was reported.

with work limitations is fairly constant over the 1980s,
peaks in 1989, and falls more or less continuously over
the 1990s, especially after 1992. Acemoglu and Angrist
(2001) studied this population over the years 1987
through 1996.

The second series in Figure 1 uses the Matched CPS
two-period work limitation measure —people who
report work limitations in March of two consecutive
years. This population by definition has longer-term
disabilities, and the reporting of disability (March-to-
March) overlaps substantially with the calendar year
in which employment is reported (January-through-
December), whereas the single period measure is from
the second of the two March surveys—three months
after the end of the employment year. The level of rela-
tive employment of the two-period work limitation
population of working age men and women is, not sur-
prisingly, much lower than that of the one-period work
limitation population, because it is more likely that the
work limiting conditions of the former population are
more severe and longer lasting. While there is also a
decline in the relative employment of the population
with longer-term disabilities in the 1990s, the trend
clearly begins in the mid-1980s, and there is a distinct
spike upward in 1992. These differences are quite im-
portant when considering the potential causes of the
decline.

Was the ADA Responsible for the Decline?

Based on Burkhauser et al (2002, 2003) and our fur-
ther analysis of the trends reported in Figure 1, it is
clear that the employment of people with disabilities
declined in the 1990s. But what caused this decline?*
The relative employment of people with longer-term
disabilities clearly begins to decline in the mid-1980s,
well before the ADA was implemented, and there is

a distinct spike upward in 1992, the year the ADA
employment provisions were implemented. The mid-
1980s start of the decline coincides more closely with
changes to the SSDI and SSI programs that substan-
tially expanded their medical definition of disability.

Acemoglu and Angrist (2001) use an array of statistical
models to investigate whether the post-1992 decline in

4 Stapleton and Burkhauser (2003) provide evidence of the
validity of alternative hypotheses for this decline by leading
researchers in the field.



the relative employment of working age people with
disabilities (using the CPS one-period work limitation
definition) was an unintended consequence of the 1992
implementation of the ADA employment provisions.
The timing of the decline in the relative employment of
the one-period work limitation population in Figure 1
is consistent with this hypothesis. After systematically
controlling for other factors influencing the employ-
ment of people with one-period work limitations, Ac-
emoglu and Angrist (2001) conclude that the ADA had
a significant and negative employment effect on the
working-age population with disabilities.

We replicate their major empirical models using their
one-period work limitation definition of disability and
measure of employment—annual weeks worked. Their
estimates are consistent with a negative ADA effect.
When we look at other measures of employment, we
largely confirm the trend in relative annual weeks
worked shown in Figure 1. But when we estimate their
models with our two-period work limitation measure
of disabilities, we find little evidence of a negative ef-
fect of the ADA on the population with longer-term
disabilities and some evidence of a positive effect of
the ADA—consistent with Figure 1 we find that the
relative employment of people with disabilities signifi-
cantly increases in 1992 in several age-sex groups.

Conclusions

The relative employment of working-age people with
disabilities declined in the 1990s. Based on our review
of the evidence, however, the ADA is not the likely
cause of this decline. Instead, we find that the relative
employment of the population with longer-term dis-
abilities—a population that is more likely to be eligible
for SSDI/SSI benefits and ADA protection—began to
fall around the mid-1980s, well before the implementa-
tion of the ADA, but soon after 1984 legislation that
substantially expanded the medical definition of dis-
ability used by the SSDI and SSI programs.
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