Twenty-Five Years After the ADA: Situating Disability in America’s System of Stratification | Maroto | Disability Studies Quarterly

9/30/15, 11:39 AM

TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AFTER THE ADA: SITUATING
DISABILITY IN AMERICA'S SYSTEM OF STRATIFICATION
Michelle Maroto
University of Alberta
E-mail:
David Pettinicchio
University of Toronto

Keywords:
Stratification; labor markets; discrimination; disability; policy outcomes;
employment; earnings
Abstract
Americans with disabilities represent a significant proportion of the
population. Despite their numbers and the economic hardships they face,
disability is often excluded from general sociological studies of stratification
and inequality. To address some of these omissions, this paper focuses on
employment and earnings inequality by disability status in the United States
since the enactment of the 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), a
policy that affects many Americans. After using Current Population Survey
data from 1988-2014 to describe these continuing disparities, we review
research that incorporates multiple theories to explain continuing gaps in
employment and earnings by disability status. In addition to theories pointing
to the so-called failures of the ADA, explanations also include general
criticisms of the capitalist system and economic downturns, dependence on
social welfare and disability benefits, the nature of work, and employer
attitudes. We conclude with a call for additional research on disability and
discrimination that helps to better situate disability within the American
stratification system.
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The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, P.L. 101-336) was championed as the
"emancipation proclamation" for people with disabilities by Senator Tom Harkin,1
and referred to as a "final proclamation that the disabled will never again be
excluded" by Senator John McCain.2 Twenty-four years after the ADA became law,
however, the employment rate among working age people with disabilities was at
only 17 percent compared to 65 percent of people without disabilities (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics 2015). Not surprisingly, during the ADA Amendments Act
(ADAAA or the ADA Restoration Act; P.L. 110-325) hearings in the mid-2000s,
many disability advocates alluded to the ADA's "failure" in addressing the
continuing decline in the economic wellbeing of people with disabilities. These
concerns lead researchers to the question: to what extent has the ADA influenced
employment and earnings outcomes given a variety of individual, labor market, and
political-institutional factors that have also shaped the economic wellbeing of
persons with disabilities?
In attempting to answer this question, scholars have sought to determine whether
or not the ADA improved employment and earnings outcomes among people with
disabilities (Acemoglu and Angrist 2001; DeLeire 2000; Donahue et al. 2011; Kruse
and Schur 2003; Maroto and Pettinicchio 2014a). Despite these efforts,
researchers have been confronted with a host of theoretical and empirical
problems due to the difficulties in disentangling the effects of policies from supplyand-demand explanations for labor market outcomes. Like many policies, the ADA
did not specify ways in which to address individual and labor market complexities,
nor did it describe how to go about changing attitudes and behaviors in the
workplace, which could limit its effectiveness. However, isolating the effects of a
single policy change over time is often quite complicated with multiple factors at
play.
Although some researchers have long focused on these issues, disability still
remains a disproportionately small part of the mainstream literature on structural
inequality. Given the size of the population with disabilities in the United States and
the hardships they face, it is particularly surprising that disability is often excluded
from general sociological studies of stratification and inequality. In this paper, we
draw from the wide-ranging literature on disability in order to situate this discussion
in a broader framework of the sociology of stratification. Specifically, we discuss the
relationship between antidiscrimination legislation like the ADA and labor market
outcomes among people with disabilities. In light of its twenty-fifth anniversary, we
explore existing policy-oriented explanations that suggest the ADA has failed to
improve employment and earnings outcomes among people with disabilities, and
we highlight the difficulties in assessing the role of the ADA vis-à-vis occupational
characteristics, as well as employer and employee preferences. By combining
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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policy perspectives with individual and structural explanations for inequality, we
demonstrate how disability acts as a status that shapes the unequal distribution of
resources, similar to race and gender.
We begin by describing pre- and post-ADA trends in employment and earnings
outcomes among persons with disabilities. We then provide a brief historical
discussion of American disability rights legislation in order to situate the two
primary explanations about why the ADA may have failed to improve the economic
wellbeing of persons with disabilities. After addressing the complexities in
establishing whether policies like the ADA influence employment and earnings
outcomes, we turn to other attitudinal, institutional, and structural explanations for
growing inequality among people with disabilities. In our conclusion, we reiterate
the importance of linking policy approaches and supply-and-demand explanations
for continued disparities between people with and without disabilities and integrate
our contribution within the broader literature on stratification and inequality in the
United States.

THE ECONOMIC WELLBEING OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
In the United States, the employment, earnings, and subsequent economic
wellbeing of persons with disabilities have generally declined since the 1970s. This
occurred even after the enactment of the Rehabilitation Act in 1973, which provided
antidiscrimination provisions regarding employment in the public sector and
agencies receiving federal government contracts. In fact, the only time people with
disabilities appeared to improve their economic situation was in the 1960s when
the gap between workers with and without disabilities narrowed. According to
Haveman and Wolfe (1990) real earnings for persons with disabilities rose between
1962 and the mid-70s, but began to plummet after 1976. During that period, real
earnings among people with disabilities decreased along with disability transfer
payments, leading to an overall decline in economic wellbeing. Thus, employment
rates began to decline well before the ADA was enacted, and continued to decline
throughout much of the 1990s, despite the economic expansion during this period
(Burkhauser et al. 2001, 2003, 2006; Houtenville and Adler 2001; Unger 2002).3
To supplement these findings, Figures 1 and 2 plot trends in employment and
earnings for working-age people with disabilities from 1988 through 2014 using
Current Population Survey (CPS) data.4 Figure 1 shows the employment rate for
people with and without reported work-limiting disabilities and Figure 2 shows the
average earnings for these two groups over time. Both plots control for individual
characteristics, human capital, and state variation.5
Figure 1: Employment by Disability Status, 1988-2014
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SOURCE: 1988-2014 CPS data for working-age people (25-61 years of age) with
and without work-limiting disabilities.
NOTES: Estimates show the average percent employed based upon disability
status. Estimates control for age, education, marital status, the presence of
children, sex, race, the receipt of government assistance, and state of residence.
Dotted lines mark the passages of the ADA and ADAAA. Shaded areas denote
recessionary periods in the United States.
View extended text description of Figure 1
Figure 2: Average Earnings by Disability Status, 1988-2014
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SOURCE: 1988-2014 CPS data for employed working-age people (25-61 years of
age) with and without work-limiting disabilities.
NOTES: Estimates show the average earnings in 2014 dollars based upon
disability status. Estimates control for age, education, marital status, the presence
of children, working hours, occupation, sex, race, the receipt of government
assistance, and state of residence. Dotted lines mark the passages of the ADA and
ADAAA. Shaded areas denote recessionary periods in the United States.
View extended text description of Figure 2
As Figure 1 indicates, the rate of employment for people with work-limiting
disabilities has declined over the past twenty-five years, even after accounting for
variation in education, human capital, and the receipt of government assistance. In
1988, the employment rate for the average person with disabilities was 50 percent.
By 2014, this rate declined to 22 percent.6 Employed people with disabilities,
however, saw fewer declines in earnings over this time period (Figure 2). In terms
of average earnings for workers, people with any work limitation earned about
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$12,000-14,000 less than the rest of the population in 1988 and in 2014, after
accounting for individual and state control variables. Absolute earnings for people
with disabilities increased by approximately $1,200 between 1988 and 2014, but
the relative disparities did not improve. Thus, net of other characteristics,
employment disparities for people with disabilities have grown over this period,
while earnings gaps have remained relatively stable.
To add to the complexity, labor market outcomes for people with disabilities vary
according to individual, occupational, and structural characteristics, as well as the
specific type of disability. For instance, studies have consistently shown that people
with mental or cognitive disabilities have worse employment outcomes than
individuals with physical disabilities, regardless of occupation (Baldwin and
Johnson 1994; Jones 2008, 2011; Maroto and Pettinicchio 2014b; Wilkins 2003).
Across studies, earnings gaps were largest for people with work limitations,
cognitive difficulties, and independent-living barriers, but people with hearing
difficulties experienced the smallest earnings gaps (Baldwin and Johnson 1994;
Burkhauser et al. 2002; DeLeire 1995; Lewis and Allee 1992; Unger 2002).
Building on this research, Tables 1 and 2 present estimated employment rates and
earnings for working-age adults with different types of disabilities, other minority
groups, and the total population using CPS data from 2014. For comparison
purposes we present these estimates with and without sets of control variables.
Table 1: Rates of Employment by Disability Status and Type, 2014
No Controls[1]

Controls[2]

Any Limitation

23.78

36.188

Any Work Limitation

13.49

23.05

Hearing Difficulty

49.98

62.98

Vision Difficulty

31.36

50.66

Cognitive Difficulty

17.24

31.39

Ambulatory Difficulty

16.00

28.88

Mobility Difficulty

9.59

18.32

Self-care Difficulty

8.85

18.47

Female

68.26

74.27

Black

67.18

79.81

Hispanic

71.64

82.45

Total Population

74.11

81.19

Disability Status

Other Groups

SOURCES: CPS 2014 March Supplement, N= 67,912
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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NOTES: Data are for working-age adults (25-61 years of age)
[1] All estimates include population weights, as provided by the survey.
[2] Estimates control for age, education, marital status, presence of children in the
household, sex, race, the receipt of government assistance, and state of
residence. Controls are mean centered for 2014 to provide estimates of average
employment rates.

Table 2: Average Yearly Earnings by Disability Status and Type, 2014
No Controls[1]

Controls[2]

Estimate Percent

Estimate at

Percent

Difference

Mean[3]

Difference

Disability Status
Any Limitation

23,873

-68.43

33,047

-25.62

Any Work
Limitation

16,428

-104.82

29,109

-38.05

Hearing Difficulty

38,421

-18.12

38,247

-10.01

Vision Difficulty

28,122

-49.40

34,038

-21.70

Cognitive

15,651

-108.58

26,520

-47.00

Ambulatory
Difficulty

26,037

-57.54

37,403

-12.30

Mobility Difficulty

16,530

-102.73

31,125

-30.71

Self-care
Difficulty

19,683

-85.04

33,388

-23.58

Female

37,912

-34.95

37,354

-23.93

Black

37,436

-22.84

39,357

-7.94

Hispanic

35,014

-32.87

39,775

-7.51

Total Population

45,848

Difficulty

Other Groups

42,247

SOURCES: CPS 2014 March Supplement, N = 50,380
NOTES: Data are for employed working-age adults (25-61 years) with earnings
[1] All estimates include population weights, as provided by the survey.
[2] Estimates and percent differences come from models predicted logged
earnings. Models control for age, education, marital status, presence of children
in the household, sex, race, usual hours of work per week, major occupation,
government employment, self-employment, the receipt of government assistance,
and state of residence.
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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[3] All controls are held at their means. To account for error when transforming
values to dollars, values are multiplied by the mean of the exponentiated
residuals.

In 2014, about 74 percent of the population was employed. This rate rose to 81
percent after accounting for control variables. Even after factoring in differences in
education and human capital, employment for people with different disabilities did
not reach these levels. Across all types of disabilities, 36 percent of people were
employed in 2014. Employment rates were highest for people with sensory
difficulties (51 to 63 percent), but lowest for those that indicated self-care or
mobility difficulties (18 to 19 percent). However, these rates still lagged behind the
rate for the total population, as well as rates for women, blacks, and Hispanics.
As seen in Table 2, there were fewer differences in earnings by disability type for
employed workers in 2014, but disparities that exceeded those of other minority
groups were still present, even after for accounting for key explanations of labor
market inequality. People with any limitation earned approximately 26 percent less
than the rest of the population. This amounts to a $9,000 difference in earnings at
the mean. Workers with cognitive, mobility, and self-care difficulties experienced
gaps upwards of $10,000 at the mean, but employed workers with hearing and
ambulatory difficulties saw the smallest earnings deficits. In this case, it appears as
though the largest disparities for people with certain disabilities occur at the
employment stage, although earnings gaps were still present.
In addition to this variation by disability type, disability intersects with a person's
race and ethnicity, gender, age, and education level to differentially affect labor
market outcomes (BLS 2015; Bradsher 1996; Kessler Foundation/NOD 2010). The
differences in the estimates with and without control variables in Tables 1 and 2
reinforce this point, as do analyses of trends over time. For example, even though
white men with disabilities showed signs of recovery by the mid-80s, nonwhite men
with disabilities did not. By the mid-80s, family income for nonwhite men with
disabilities was less than 50 percent of the income of white disabled men
(Haveman and Wolfe 1990).
Women, blacks, and Hispanics with disabilities often face additional obstacles due
to the intersection of multiple disadvantaged statuses (Hernández 2006; Shaw,
Chan, and McMahon 2012). Schur (2004) described women with disabilities as
facing a "double handicap" because of their lower employment levels and higher
poverty rates than both women without disabilities and men with disabilities.
Randolph and Anderson (2004) found similar disadvantages for women using
Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) data. However, due to the
employment of men and women in different occupations, physical disabilities tend
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to be more limiting in terms of wage penalties for men (Baldwin, Zeager, and
Flacco 1994).
Overall, people with disabilities still experience large employment and earnings
disadvantages that vary by disability type and other individual characteristics.
Despite the ADA's goals, there has been little improvement in economic outcomes
for people with disabilities since its passage. These trends have continued in part
because the ADA neither conceptually nor practically dealt with specific individual
and structural-level considerations regarding the integration of individuals with
disabilities in the labor market. Yet, it is impossible to understand how the ADA
influenced the economic wellbeing of individuals with disabilities without accounting
for the broader factors that also determine employment and earnings outcomes.
Although the ADA may not have improved the wellbeing of persons with disabilities,
it does not necessarily mean that it diminished it, given evidence that employment
and earnings were already in decline before the ADA was introduced. In addition to
individual characteristics and structural aspects, multiple political-institutional
factors have also influenced the ADA's ability to shape attitudes and behaviors
about people with disabilities and improve their employment and earnings
outcomes.

THE LEGACY OF AMERICAN DISABILITY ANTIDISCRIMINATION
LEGISLATION
Although disability has always had a place on the American policy agenda, and
Congress has enacted hundreds of laws that directly affect persons with
disabilities, the majority of political discourse and legislation dealt with social and
health service provisions, not rights or discrimination (Pettinicchio 2013). This has
reflected the dominant paradigm or worldview that people with disabilities are either
clients or patients in need of services. However, this trend began to change in 1971
when Senator Hubert Humphrey and Representative Charles Vanik introduced an
amendment to the Civil Rights Act that would have included disability as grounds
for discrimination. Although this bill failed, the antidiscrimination language
eventually made its way into the 1973 Rehabilitation Act. The law established an
antidiscrimination and affirmative action approach to disability employment in public
sector firms that included any entity receiving federal funds or contracts.
Specifically, Section 504, which borrowed language from the Humphrey-Vanik bill,
stated that "No otherwise qualified handicapped individual in the United States
shall, solely by reason of his handicap, be excluded from the participation in, be
denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or
activity receiving Federal financial assistance."
Importantly, the Rehabilitation Act did not appear to be driven by changes in public
preferences or social movement mobilization. The Rehabilitation Act was largely
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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the product of institutional entrepreneurship (Altman and Barnartt 1993;
Pettinicchio 2012, 2013; Scotch 2001). Nonetheless, it marked a pivotal turn in the
disability rights story as it facilitated the growth of the nascent disability rights
movement. It also shaped political discourse around disability rights, created
political opportunities, and produced a policy framework for what would become the
ADA.
In the mid-to-late 1980s, disability movement leaders, as well as other institutional
entrepreneurs in the government, began to consider new legislation that would
extend many of the provisions in the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 to the private sector
(excluding any affirmative action measures). After multiple drafts, Congress passed
a considerably watered down version into law as the Americans with Disabilities
Act (ADA) of 1990. Under certain circumstances, the ADA prohibited discrimination
on the basis of disability, defined as "a physical or mental impairment that
substantially limits a major life activity" (Blanck et al. 2007; Burris and Moss 20072008).
A major hurdle was convincing the Republican administration to pursue the
legislation (Shapiro 1993). According to Pelka (2012), Justin Dart, a Republican,
disability activist, and person with a disability, was quite persuasive in pitching the
ADA as an important part of the Republican platform. Others have suggested that
the ADA fit well with President Bush's "kinder and gentler America" (Barnard 1990).
At the same time, it was congruent with the conservative mantra that work of any
kind, even if low paying and potentially more counterproductive to economic
wellbeing than unemployment, is work nonetheless. That is, work of any kind is
better than unemployment. Thus, the ADA has been framed as a mandate for
"getting the disabled off welfare" (Stein 2003).
Early on, it was clear that the role of the ADA in improving labor market outcomes
for people with disabilities was uncertain. Because Title I of the ADA applies to the
private sector, the business community made its anxieties known before and after
the passage of the legislation. Opponents argued that the ADA increased the costs
of hiring persons with disabilities. Others argued that the ADA had already been
watered down before it was even passed into law (partly as a result of pressures
from employers and businesses). Legislators attempted to quell fears that
"mandating" reasonable accommodations would increase the costs of hiring and
retaining disabled employees, and they worked to assuage worries that the ADA
would cause an influx of lawsuits against employers (O'Brien 2001). In addition, the
courts have ruled fairly conservatively when it comes to the application of the ADA.
As a result, many saw the ADA as having failed in improving employment and
earnings outcomes. With the ADA Restoration Act in the mid-2000s, disability rights
advocates sought to investigate what they saw as important political and
institutional shortcomings associated with the ADA.
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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Despite the assertion that the ADA failed to improve the economic wellbeing of
persons with disabilities, determining whether the ADA achieved its goals has
proven difficult for scholars. DeLeire's (2000) study, which used data from the
Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), claimed that the ADA led to a
decreasing employment rate for disabled relative to nondisabled men. Acemoglu
and Angrist (2001) presented similar results using 1988-1997 March Current
Population Survey (CPS) data. However, using SIPP data, Kruse and Schur (2003)
found that employment did decline, but mainly in the years immediately following
the ADA, and they actually observed an increase in employment with an alternate
measure. Thus, while some studies claim that the ADA decreased disability
employment, the findings on this matter are inconsistent. Although the ADA may
not have reversed the trend, it is also not clear whether it contributed to it, as its
effectiveness depended on enforcement agencies and interpretation by the courts
(see Maroto and Pettinicchio 2014a).

Did The ADA Fail? Policy Perspectives
Two main policy explanations have been offered as a way to clarify the
relationship between the ADA and employment rates among people with
disabilities. The "unintended harm" thesis claims that the ADA unintentionally
hurt employment by increasing the costs of employing persons with
disabilities. However, the "judicial resistance" thesis claims that the ADA
amounted to empty, under-enforced legislation that was undermined by the
courts. The former argument suggests that the ADA negatively affected
employers' perceptions of the costs of hiring persons with disabilities, while the
latter implies that since the ADA had no bite, it should have had little effect on
employers' perception of costs.
Both theories seek to explain the ways in which attitudes and behavior change
following policy interventions but make different assumptions about employers'
perceptions of people with disabilities. The unintended harm thesis claims that
the ADA hurt employment by increasing costs, but it does not contend that
employers would have hired people with disabilities otherwise. The judicial
resistance argument assumes that employers will not hire people with
disabilities because of false perceptions of costs and prejudice towards people
with disabilities. Interestingly, this is also the same assumption made about
employer attitudes and behaviors regarding minorities and women (Arrow
1998; Dovidio and Hebl 2005; Moss and Tilly 2001; Maroto and Pettinicchio
2014a).
Unintended Harm
According to the unintended harm thesis, the ADA created disincentives for
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hiring persons with disabilities due to employer perceptions about the
costliness of providing reasonable accommodations. Prior to the enactment of
the ADA, legislators and members of the business community not only worried
that there would be an influx of disabled individuals seeking employment, but
they also feared that existing employees would seek potentially costly redress
under the ADA (DeLeire 1995). When data on complaints filed through the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) were first made public,
employers were concerned that the vast majority of persons filing complaints
were not those with typical disabilities (e.g., mobility, vision, and hearing
impairments only represented 17 percent of EEOC complaints) but rather,
those with backaches and heart problems — conditions that are prevalent in
the population.
Reports suggest that following the ADA, members of the business community
also presented mounting concerns about losing autonomy in the workplace
due to increased regulation. Employers worried that they would have to hire
unqualified workers, reimburse expensive medical bills, and pay other
increased costs associated with hiring persons with disabilities (see Lee 2003).
Employers could avoid these costs, however, by not hiring persons with
disabilities. According to Acemoglu and Angrist (2001), some employers might
choose to fire an employee with a disability because they believed the costs of
litigation to be less costly than accommodation, and others might refrain from
hiring people with disabilities so as to avoid costs of accommodation and
litigation altogether.
Many of these arguments resurfaced during the ADA Restoration Act hearings
as well. Congressional members expressed concerns about potential
unintended harm connected to the ADA and the ADAAA. For instance,
Representative McKeon stated that, "… concerns have been raised about the
unintended consequences that would result from an expansion of the law. As
this committee well knows, even the best of legislative intentions often produce
harmful unintended consequences" (US House. Committee on Education and
Labor 2008).
Judicial Resistance
The judicial resistance argument revolves around the role of the courts in
effectively undermining already watered-down legislation. The ADA granted
employers wide discretion in making decisions about disability status, as well
as hiring, firing, and accommodation. For example, employers could choose to
evaluate an employee's disability in its mitigated state and make the case that
the employee did not qualify under the ADA, or they could evaluate the
employee's disability in an unmitigated state and argue that the individual's
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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disability was too severe to be reasonably accommodated. Thus, if they could
not get the case thrown out based on standing, employers could then argue
that accommodations were too unreasonable.
Proponents of judicial resistance argue that the courts have ruled
conservatively on disability cases largely favoring employer freedom and
autonomy. The courts have generally upheld the notion that the ADA must not
overly regulate, limit autonomy, or remove control of the employer over the
workplace (O'Brien 2001; Stein 2003). Despite applause on the part of
proponents of the ADA — that the ADA is the most significant legislation
passed since the Civil Rights Act — the courts have seen reasonable
accommodation not as an extension of civil rights, but as outside conventions
that govern work. The courts protected employers not by ruling in favor of
employers on reasonable accommodation issues, but by ruling that a majority
of people with disabilities was not actually covered by the law. As O'Brien
(2001, 168) claimed, "the Court insisted that the employers needed protection
from being overrun by all the disabled people who were wrongly seeking legal
redress." Indeed, the final draft of the ADA did not assume that employment
practices excluded persons with disabilities, nor did it recognize original
statements describing the environment of the workplace as disabling. The
general counsel for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce said that when it came to
the ADA, courts "went with the business community right down the line."
In turn, interpretations of the law have created major hurdles for disabled
plaintiffs and, in many ways, rendered the ADA ineffective in changing
employer attitudes and practices. For instance, unlike women and racial
minorities, persons filing under the ADA must prove that they have a disabling
condition and that their disability impairs performance in a "major life activity"
(Colker and Milani 2010). Following the 1999 Sutton v. United Airlines case
(527 U.S. 471) and until the ADA Restoration Act in 2008, disabled plaintiffs
had to show that their disability precluded them from an entire class of jobs,
not just their own jobs. Additionally, plaintiffs could not file under the ADA if
they mitigated their disabilities with medical supply, technology, or medication
(Lee 2003; see Toyota v. Williams, 534 U.S. 184). Not surprisingly, leaders of
disability groups were highly critical of the situation. Critics have referred to the
law as "illogical," "hyper-technical," and a "Catch-22" (O'Brien 2001).
Courts have seldom ruled against employers' discretion, and in the few cases
that have been decided on reasonable accommodation, courts have sided with
employers. Eighty-six percent of cases brought to the EEOC early on were
dropped (DeLeire 1995) and most cases have not make it beyond determining
whether a person is qualified under the law, leaving very little judicial
precedence for dealing with reasonable accommodation (Lee 2003).
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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Employment discrimination plaintiffs have generally fared poorly in federal
district courts, although some disability plaintiffs have benefited by settling out
of court (Moss et al. 2005) meaning that most cases do not make it beyond
district court. For example, between 1992 and 1998, disabled plaintiffs
prevailed in only 8 percent of cases (Russell 2002; Stein 2003). At a national
level, court data from the Supreme Court Database suggests that the Supreme
Court often overturns liberal lower court decisions in favor of employers
(Maroto and Pettinicchio 2014a). The court case results imply that judicial
decisions following the ADA should have assuaged employer fears, not
amplified them.
Overall, the unintended harm and judicial resistance perspectives raise
questions about whether the ADA decreased employment or simply did not
help to increase employment. Importantly, studies comparing the effects of
ADA-like legislation across states have not lent any further credence to the
unintended harm argument. For example, Beegle and Stock (2003) found that
individuals with disabilities had higher rates of labor force participation in
states that enacted ADA-like laws prior to 1980 compared to other states, but
they did not find an effect for state laws with a reasonable accommodation
provision, which implies a stalemate regarding the role of antidiscrimination
legislation in improving employment outcomes. More recent research that
expanded the number of years, however, showed that state-laws that included
reasonable accommodation provided added benefits to people with disabilities
(Maroto and Pettinicchio 2014a). Existing evidence suggests that these laws
have not served to provide any added gain for persons with disabilities, which
is different than saying that laws might actually create unintentional harm.
Importantly, interpretation and enforcement of the legislation intervenes in
shaping the ability of policy to affect labor market outcomes.

BEYOND POLICY: SUPPLY-AND-DEMAND FACTORS EXPLAINING
EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES
People with disabilities are less likely to be employed and earn less today than
similar people with disabilities did in the 1980s and 1990s, but questions as to
whether the ADA caused these declines remain. Work seeking to uncover the role
of the ADA in shaping these outcomes is inconclusive. This is further complicated
because various supply-and-demand side considerations, which also shape labor
market outcomes, are often left out of policy analyses. The individual-level
characteristics important to supply-side explanations and broader policy
explanations that we discussed earlier in the paper shape employment and
earnings, but demand-side factors like employer attitudes and occupational
structures also influence these outcomes. In discussing these factors, we also
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consider the role of benefits and government assistance and the broader role of
employment rights in capitalist societies, both of which may have important effects
on economic outcomes for people with disabilities.

Changing Attitudes And Behavior
Beyond the specific policy perspectives discussed earlier, demand-side
aspects related to employer attitudes and the potential for discrimination also
affect labor market outcomes for people with disabilities. Disability has been
an easy way to keep people unemployed as it preys on widely held beliefs that
people with disabilities are feeble, weak, and incompetent (Russell 2002).
Neufeldt (1995) argued that, historically, disability was always negatively
portrayed, until it became medicalized into a deficit or condition. Individuals
with disabilities are often seen as helpless, potentially causing "aesthetic
anxiety" and making others feel awkward (Robert and Harlan 2006). As a
result, this long history of stereotypes and negative portrayals connects to
prejudices about whether people with disabilities can be productive employees
(Schwochau and Blanck 2000; Unger 2002).
Although policies like the ADA ban certain behavior by employers, they do not
necessarily improve employer attitudes about minority groups. As Reskin
(2001) claimed, antidiscrimination legislation assumes that employer behavior
would have to change as public perceptions and attitudes become increasingly
disapproving of discriminatory behavior, but this is not always the case.
According to statistical discrimination, queuing, and status characteristics
theories (see Arrow 1973, 1998; Reskin and Roos 1990; Ridgeway 1991,
1997), employers may continue to hold negative attitudes about people with
disabilities, and they may equate disability with lower productivity and higher
costs for making accommodations. These generalizations then affect their
willingness to hire and promote people with disabilities.
Attitudes can act as an obstacle in the workplace and may even affect views
about the costs of accommodation (see Stein 2003). However, studies suggest
a complex relationship between attitudes and hiring practices, particularly due
to the social desirability bias that exists in surveying employers about attitudes.
For instance, Wilgosh and Skaret (1987) found that negative attitudes inhibited
employment and advancement in some instances, but they also noted a
discrepancy between employers' willingness to hire applicants with disabilities
and their actual hiring practices. As a means to overcome social desirability
bias in employer comments about people with disabilities, Kaye, Jans, and
Jones (2011) asked employers to indicate what other employers generally see
as problematic about hiring people with disabilities. Respondents revealed
negative attitudes about disability and concerns over the cost of
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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accommodating people with disabilities (Kaye et al. 2011). Overall, employers
are more likely to hire a person with a disability if they already have hired
someone with a similar disability, suggesting that prior experience can dispel
the myths about costs and the inefficiency of disabled workers (Komp 2006;
Unger 2002).
Discrimination does not always stem from employers' intentional actions based
on prejudicial or negative attitudes. It often evolves out of employers'
unconscious biases about certain groups (Greenwald and Krieger 2006; Tajfel
1982). The Implicit Association Test (IAT) provides researchers with ways to
measure unconscious attitudes toward social characteristics, including
disability (Greenwald and Krieger 2006). The IAT evaluates the time it takes for
people to match certain positive and negative concepts. In studies
incorporating IAT measures of disability attitudes, respondents indicated
implicit preference for people without disabilities and tended to associate
disability with childlike characteristics (Robey, Beckley, and Kirschner 2006;
Vaughn, Thomas, and Doyle 2011).
The stereotype content model, supported by many social psychologists, offers
an additional way to measure attitudes about disability (Cuddy, Fiske, and
Glick 2007; Fiske et al. 2002). In studies using this model, researchers asked
respondents to rank groups based upon axes of warmth and competence, two
key dimensions of interpersonal and intergroup interactions. People with
disabilities tend to fall within the "pitied" quadrant of the stereotype content
model, where individuals are characterized as incompetent and ineffective, but
generally likeable and nonthreatening (Fiske et al. 2002).7
Overall, conscious and unconscious negative attitudes about disability likely
affect employers' willingness to hire people with disabilities, particularly
because of assumptions that people with disabilities will be less productive
workers. When this occurs and when employers rely on limited information
about average group differences in productivity and reliability, they engage in
statistical discrimination (Arrow 1998; Holzer 1996; Lundberg and Startz, 1983;
Moss and Tilly 2001). However, if the beliefs about groups reflect the actual
distributions of characteristics across groups, decision makers are assumed to
be economically rational, which is often the case when the issue is a disability
that could affect productivity. As a result, certain types of discrimination against
people with disabilities may be seen as warranted.
Studies of disability discrimination are more limited than those of race and
gender discrimination, but tend to rely on similar methods, including wage
decomposition models, employee surveys, and EEOC charge data. Using
1984 SIPP data, Baldwin and Johnson (1994) found that for men with
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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disabilities, discrimination most likely occurred due to below average returns
for experience, but, in the case of men with more severe disabilities and
handicaps, it likely stemmed from employer prejudice. DeLeire (2001) also
found evidence of wage discrimination for men with disabilities in his analysis
of SIPP data from 1984 and 1993, although productivity differences explained
a larger part of the wage gap.
Other researchers have investigated employee perceptions of discrimination
using surveys. In a study of 119 employees with disabilities matched to their
employers, one third of employees reported experiencing discrimination at
work, but perceptions of discrimination were more prevalent among workers
with less education and among racial minorities (Balsar 1996). The two most
common types of perceived discrimination in Balsar's (1996) study were
related to reasonable accommodation and promotion decisions. Additionally,
employees with disabilities have described experiences of marginalization,
fictionalization, and harassment in large, bureaucratic organizations that
managers tended to tolerate and even encourage at times (Baldwin and
Johnson 2006; Robert and Harlan 2006).
The courts (citing the 1987 School Board of Nassau County v. Arline case, 480
U.S. 273) to some extent have acknowledged normative and attitudinal
barriers in the workplace, and Congress sought, in part, to address attitudes
and norms surrounding disability with the ADA (Lee 2003). Indeed, many
scholars agree that changing norms and attitudes in the workplace was an
important objective of the ADA, and activists saw it as such (Acemoglu and
Angrist 2001). However, multiple avenues of research indicate the persistence
of negative attitudes about disability that can affect employer behavior. Both
the unintended harm and judicial resistance arguments rest on the premise
that policies shape attitudes and behaviors. Nevertheless, empirical findings
have been largely inconclusive about the role of the antidiscrimination
legislation like the ADA in labor market inequality, especially when it comes to
understanding how the law shaped employer attitudes and practices.

Benefits And Welfare Availability
Beyond the effects of employer attitudes, the presence of other income
sources can reduce a person's need to work. Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) and other forms of public in-kind assistance are meant to alleviate
poverty among persons with disabilities who face high rates of material
hardship (She and Livermore 2007), but the relationship between SSI,
employment, and rights-based legislation, like the ADA, is complex. It is not
clear whether SSI payments, and other benefit policies, preclude individuals
from looking for work or simply supplement earnings gaps (Haveman and
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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Wolfe 2000). In investigating transfer payments over time, Haveman and Wolfe
(1990) found that public disability transfer payments helped cushion the
decline in earnings among people with disabilities. However, with welfare
retrenchment in the 1980s, transfer payments could not stop the decline in
economic wellbeing of people with disabilities. Because increases in the
amount of payments ended by 1974 and transfer payments seemed to
increase in tandem with disability employment, researchers argue that
generous payments did not lead to declines in economic wellbeing after the
seventies.
Although some have sought to link SSI to employment rates, findings are
inconsistent. For instance, Maroto and Pettinicchio (2014a) found that the
individual receipt of government assistance was associated with decreased
employment and earnings, but at the state level certain benefits often
increased average earnings. Acemoglu and Angrist (2001) have suggested
that transfer payments reduce employment, but Houtenville and Burkhauser
(2004) have argued that rates of employment for people with disabilities
declined due to changes in Social Security, not the ADA. On the one hand,
Beegle and Stock (2003) found that there was an increase in the number of
disabled people collecting SSI following the ADA, which may, according to
some, decrease the likelihood of looking for employment. On the other hand,
Lahiri, Vaughan and Wixon (1995) found an increase in SSI denial rates prior
to the ADA, and DeLeire (2000) showed that there was a small decline in
payments, which paled in comparison to the decline in the disability
employment rate.
In addition, there has been a legal concern regarding qualifying for
employment and SSI. As Colker and Milani (2010) explained, lower courts
have been divided on the issue of whether people who claim SSI because they
are so disabled that they cannot work are also qualified under Title I of the
ADA. However, a 1999 Supreme Court case (Cleveland v. Police Mgmt. Sys.
Corp, 526 U.S. 795) ruled that because the SSA does not take into account
reasonable accommodation in rendering a decision that a person is "totally
disabled," this does not bar the person automatically from being qualified.
Thus, while transfer payments can affect a person's need for paid
employment, it is unlikely that changes in these payments can explain the
continuing employment and earnings disparities for people with disabilities.

Employment Rights In Capitalist Societies
As we outlined earlier in the paper, courts have generally maintained a proemployer or pro-business outlook in their decisions. Some scholars, however,
have raised broader structural questions regarding the concept of equal rights
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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in employment within a capitalist context. For instance, Title VII of the 1964
Civil Rights Act was intended to work within a capitalist system and thus, not
meant to eliminate unemployment, but rather to deal with disparate treatment
discrimination that occurs, for example, when a member of a racial group is
not hired for a job because of his or her race. The Civil Rights Act is not an
economic bill of rights. It by no means guarantees anyone who can work the
right to work. Indeed, the unemployment rate among African Americans
remains twice as high as that of whites (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014).
Similarly, the ADA does not guarantee the right to work for people with
disabilities, nor does it provide affirmative action to remedy past discrimination.
In fact, unlike the Civil Rights Act, neither the Rehabilitation Act nor the ADA
prohibits employers from taking disability into account in making employment
decisions (Colker and Milani 2010). Thus, this rights-based law can only be
understood within the structural constrains of a capitalist system that limits
labor market participation. As argued by Russell (2001, 2002), the failure of
the ADA to increase employment for people with disabilities exposes the
contradictions of promoting equal opportunity in an unequal society.
According to the Marxist tradition, capitalist societies can never have full
employment. Unemployment is not an aberration but rather it functions to keep
wages low. Indeed, in most countries — even those with a well-established
safety net — people with disabilities remain the last minority group to have
excessively high non-employment rates. People with disabilities can be viewed
as the reserve army of labor or industrial reserve army (Neufeldt 1995; Russell
2001, 2002; see also Marx 1867; Keynes 1936). This means that in times of
increasing overall employment where there are shortages in labor, employers
reluctantly dip into this pool. But when there is an overabundance of labor,
individuals with disabilities are the least likely to be employed. Following this
perspective, Kruse and Schur (2003) found that people with disabilities were
particularly sensitive to labor market tightness in their analysis of SIPP data.
Yelin (1997) and Yelin and Katz (1994) have also shown that employment
trends for the general population tend to be exaggerated in the population with
disabilities. This line of reasoning links the employment of people with
disabilities to broader labor market processes but, as Jenkins (1991) has
asked, is the labor market participation and economic wellbeing of people with
disabilities based on only these broader processes, or might there be
something unique to disability?

Occupational Structures
Variation in employment and earnings among people with disabilities is also a
function of their position in the occupational structure. Although numerous
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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studies have addressed the ways in which occupational segregation limits the
earnings potential for women and racial minority workers (e.g., see
Tomaskovic-Devey et al. 2006; Blau, Brummand, and Liu 2013), research on
disability occupational segregation has been more limited. Nonetheless,
existing work has shown that people with disabilities tend to be
underrepresented in some industries, but overrepresented in others (Kessler
Foundation/NOD 2010; Maroto and Pettinicchio 2014b; Unger 2002). They are
generally underrepresented in managerial sectors, but more concentrated in
low-skilled jobs and manual labor (Jones 2008; Kaye 2009; Maroto and
Pettinicchio 2014b; Smith and Twomey 2002).
Similar to other minority groups, people with disabilities have tended to fare
better in federal employment (Kim 1996; Lewis and Allee 1992). For example,
the number of people with disabilities in the federal government and in the
social service sector increased in the 1980s, just as overall employment rates
were declining (Lewis and Allee 1992; Unger 2002). However, despite the
provisions in the Rehabilitation Act, in their study of federal careers, Lewis and
Allee (1992) noted that people with disabilities occupied lower-grade positions.
They experienced difficulty in getting promoted, and were often "pigeon-holed"
into particular jobs. This suggests that while antidiscrimination legislation can
create opportunities for employment, these do not necessarily improve working
conditions (including career mobility and earnings outcomes) for those already
employed.
People with disabilities may also self-select into different types of employment
(Beegle and Stock 2003; Schur 2002, 2003). Following the ADA, employment
in part-time and non-standard work grew for people with disabilities in the
1990s, which is likely a combination of worker and employer choices
(Hotchkiss 2004b; Yelin 1997). Given that certain types of disabilities can
require more time off from work, non-standard work arrangements are
generally more common for people with disabilities. In her analyses of
disability and non-standard work arrangements, Schur (2002, 2003) also found
that health problems were the primary cause of non-standard work for people
with disabilities, not necessarily discrimination.
People with disabilities could also differ from the rest of the population in terms
of human capital and job choice (Blanck et al. 2003, 2007). Jones and Sloane
(2010) suggest that people with disabilities accept certain kinds of
employment, which partially explains a mismatch between their skills and job
requirements. This skill mismatch then affects earnings and future job
prospects, especially for people with disabilities (Jones and Sloane 2010).
Compounding these effects, people with disabilities are generally
underrepresented in the fastest growing sectors and overrepresented in
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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declining industries (DeLeire 2000; Kruse and Schur 2003). This helps explain
earnings gaps given that wages typically are lower or stagnate in occupational
sectors that are in decline.
Disability consistently leads to lower earnings and rates of employment making
it a key status for inequality. When looking at the effects of policies and
discrimination, researchers need to also account for these job choice and
productivity differences (Blanck et al. 2003, 2007; Jones 2008). This is
important because post-ADA decreases in employment for people with
disabilities could stem from a variety of factors including employer and
employee preferences based on the nature of the job and the disability
(Domzal et al. 2008). Non-standard work arrangements and skill mismatch,
even while partially voluntary, lead to lower incomes and earnings disparities
(Schur 2003; Tolin and Patwell 2003). Although many researchers focus on
policies like the ADA and their role in seeking to eliminate discriminatory
attitudes and practices, both supply-and-demand side characteristics that are
not easily addressed by antidiscrimination legislation explain a large part of the
employment and earnings inequality associated with disability status.

DISCUSSION
Over twenty years ago, researchers called for a stronger consideration of disability
status in stratification research. Scholarly research on disability in sociology has
grown since the 1990s, but knowledge gaps remain. Although employment and
earnings disparities are well documented, researchers still need to disentangle the
multiple mechanisms behind these disparities and do more to investigate the role
of discrimination, attitudes, and policy in this process. The deeply rooted attitudinal
and normative basis on which interaction with people with disabilities rests present
a major obstacle in increasing the employment and subsequent economic
wellbeing of people with disabilities, but few policies have attempted to address
these issues.
The National Council on Disability (NCD) argued that when it came to the
economic wellbeing of people with disabilities, the ADA had not delivered (NCD
2004). At ADAAA congressional hearings, Naomi Earp, Chair of the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), testified that the "employment of
persons with disabilities has presented the greatest ADA challenge" (U.S. House.
Subcommittee on Constitution 2006), indicating that more must be done to address
these employment disparities. Laws like the ADA cannot just eliminate economic
inequality: they must change norms and remove stigmas. But the ADA does not
instruct employers on how to remove attitudinal barriers nor is it particularly
straightforward about how antidiscrimination legislation interacts with labor market
contexts to produce more positive employment and earnings outcomes.
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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Furthermore, by leaving the courts responsible for interpreting disability rights and
implementing policy, the ADA has done little in addressing attitudes since the
courts have not based their rulings on the assumption that attitudinal barriers have
hindered employment.
The main challenge for stratification research has been to disentangle the role of
the ADA in shaping economic outcomes net the effects of institutional and labor
market complexities. For instance, Maroto and Pettinicchio (2014a) illustrate the
complex relationship between legislative intent, enforcement, and judicial
interpretation, while showcasing the multilayered institutional aspects behind the
implementation of disability antidiscrimination legislation. The interplay between
legislative politics and policy implementation provides important insights on
possible reasons why the ADA has not been as effective in improving the economic
well being of people with disabilities.
Similarly, the literature on disability labor market inequality has demonstrated the
importance of supply-and-demand side factors that might lead to employment and
earnings disparities. On the demand-side, these include employer preferences and
attitudes, the nature of work, occupational and sector needs, practices and norms,
as well as stereotypes and negative expectations about productivity and efficiency
among disabled employees. On the supply side, the type of disability and
preferences for certain types of work, as well as human capital, education, and
professional networks also shape labor market outcomes for people with
disabilities. Thus, key theories of labor market inequality like statistical
discrimination, queuing, and expectation states theory highlight important
relationships between supply-and-demand factors that are especially relevant for
understanding how and why people with disabilities are unevenly represented
across occupations and industry sectors. As researchers continue to synthesize
policy arguments on one level and labor market considerations on the other, we will
have a better sense as to how policies like the ADA interact with political and
economic structures to produce intended policy outcomes. Hopefully, this will help
to shed light on why disability antidiscrimination legislation "succeeds" or "fails" in
improving the lives of people with disabilities.

CONCLUSION
Given the important role of attitudes in discriminatory practices, it is not surprising
that proponents of the ADA believed attitudinal changes would come with its
passage. Although preexisting civil rights legislation served as a model, people with
disabilities would have to look at a rights system that paralleled, rather than
evolved within, a broader civil rights framework. Disability employment
discrimination legislation came about later than race, sex, and religious
discrimination legislation and is not included under Title VII. It was clear in 1971,
http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4927/4024
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when Humphrey and Vanik first introduced the Rehabilitation Act, that disability
would not find a place within existing antidiscrimination legislation, even though
compelling arguments can be made to include disability as a protected group along
with religion, gender, and race. But, the case of disability rights legislation is by no
means an example of a unique political process nor is questioning whether policies
like the ADA succeeded in removing attitudinal and structural barriers.
Although disability may have faced unique challenges, all antidiscrimination laws
struggle to change attitudes. Race, sex, religion, and disability antidiscrimination
legislation have all faced obstacles in implementation and enforcement. Congress
did not fully define discrimination in the Civil Rights Act, and what has constituted
discrimination has evolved over time as a result of various court cases and
amendments that themselves were a response to challenges by new groups
demanding protection and enforcement (Reskin 2001). In many ways, the
effectiveness of any antidiscrimination policy rests on perceptions of discrimination
on the part of employee and employer, as well as the enforcement agency's
willingness to pursue complaints (Dobbin 2009; Kalev and Dobbin 2006; Reskin
2001). As Burstein (1990) observed, discrimination is only known when people see
it as such, complain about it, and an enforcement agency effectively responds to
those complaints.
Race and sex discrimination legislation have worked to impede, but by no means,
eliminate the unequal treatment of women and minorities in the workforce (as is
evidenced by experimental audit studies, see Ayers 2001; Heckman and
Siegelman 1992). These efforts have been hampered by a lack of government
commitment to ending discrimination and by the Court's continual siding with
businesses in various discrimination cases (Dobbin 2009; Reskin 2001). Overall,
the EEOC's enforcement of Title VII has been uneven due to government and
interest group pressures as well as resource availability (Burstein 1989; Burstein
and Edwards 1994; Reskin 2001). Consequently, race and sex inequalities in
employment and earnings persist (Blau and Kahn 2006; Goldin 2006; Pager and
Shephard 2008). Nonetheless, it seems that despite their limitations, policies like
Title VII are generally seen as having reduced race and sex discrimination in the
workplace, but disability antidiscrimination policies are seen has having to
overcome bigger hurdles when it comes to changing negative attitudes about
people with disabilities.
While our paper speaks specifically to the ADA and unique challenges and
obstacles faced by people with disabilities in the labor market, we also situate our
discussion in the broader sociological literature on stratification. Inequality
researchers often overlook disability status as a basis for stratification, choosing to
focus on the more common bases of race, class, and gender. Most stratification
textbooks and readers examine how the categorization of people into groups — an
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innate quality in human beings — constitutes a first step in the stratification process
(Arrighi 2007; Grusky 2014; Keister and Southgate 2012; Massey 2007; Sernau
2014). Although these books focus on a variety of group categorizations and
subsequent stratification, they largely ignore disability as a status contributing to
inequality. This is not something unique to textbooks. Inequality researchers often
overlook disability status as a basis for stratification, choosing to focus on the more
common bases of race, class, and gender. Nonetheless, individual and structural
factors help explain why people with disabilities on average earn 14,000 dollars
less than similar individuals with disabilities and why poverty rates tend to be 2 to 5
times greater among working-age people with disabilities than those without
disabilities.
Future studies of disability discrimination should work to address these issues by
situating disability in a broader discrimination framework so as to better compare
disability with race and gender. Doing so would likely result in theory building and
the incorporation of new methodologies into disability research. For example,
experimental audit studies also offer the potential to overcome social desirability
bias. Although attitudinal research shows an erosion of race and gender
discrimination, audit studies indicate that it still continues to plague these groups in
many areas (Pager and Shepard 2008; Quillian 2006). Audit studies on disability
have been rare, but the results will likely be telling. Finally, in addition to policy
arguments, researchers should also address how certain characteristics, such as
occupation, job requirements, unionization, and non-standard work arrangements
affect employment outcomes for people with disabilities (Blanck et al. 2003). While
the boundaries of disability are fluid and change over time, bringing disability status
into a more general sociological discussion of stratification will spark new avenues
of research in this area.
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Endnotes
1. Harkin said this at the 20th anniversary of the ADA (2010, 156 Cong Rec
S6131-S6144)
Return to Text
2. 1990, 136 Cong Rec S 9684.
Return to Text
3. However, some of these declines were likely due to the greater number of
workers being classified as disabled (Hotchkiss 2004a).
Return to Text
4. In order to account for school enrollment and early retirement, we restrict our
sample to adults between the ages of 25 and 61 for all analyses.
Return to Text
5. Although we do not explicitly model labor market outcomes for people with
disabilities in this paper, we incorporate logistic and linear regression models
that control for age, education, marital status, the presence of children, sex,
race, the receipt of government assistance, and state of residence in order to
provide a more accurate picture of earnings and employment disparities.
Return to Text
6. Note that these rates are much higher than estimates for the population with
and without disabilities when not considering differences in individual
demographics, human capital, and state variation.
Return to Text
7. However, disability tends to receive to mid-level warmth ratings, often putting
members of this group closer to a despised out-group that is neither liked nor
viewed as competent (Cuddy et al. 2007).
Return to Text

Extended text descriptions
Figure 1: Employment By Disability Status, 1988-2014
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Figure 1 plots employment rates for people with and without disabilities from 1988
through 2014. Estimates control for age, education, marital status, the presence of
children, sex, race, the receipt of government assistance, and state of residence.
The chart also marks the enactment of the ADA in 1992 and the ADAAA in 2009
and includes shaded areas to denote economic recessions in 1990-1991, 2001,
and 2007-2009. The figure shows declining employment rates for people with
disabilities, but fairly stable employment rates for people without disabilities. For
example, in 1988, 87.6 percent of people without disabilities were employed and
49.9 percent of people with disabilities had employment. The corresponding rates
for 2014 were 84.2 percent and 21.9 percent.
Return to Text

Figure 2: Average Earnings By Disability Status, 1988-2014
Figure 2 plots average earnings for people with and without disabilities from 1988
through 2014. Estimates control for age, education, marital status, the presence of
children, working hours, occupation, sex, race, the receipt of government
assistance, and state of residence. The chart also marks the enactment of the ADA
in 1992 and the ADAAA in 2009 and includes shaded areas to denote economic
recessions in 1990-1991, 2001, and 2007-2009. The figure shows continuing
disparities in earnings between people with and without disabilities over this time
period. For example, in 1988, net of controls, average earnings for people without
disabilities were approximately $38,000 and average earning for people with
disabilities were $27,000. The corresponding averages for 2014 were $42,000 and
$28,000.
Return to Text
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