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Employment Outcomes among People with Disabilities: 
Demographics and Employment Determinants

Selected Findings from NIDILRR-funded Disability Employment Research in the 21st Century

A systematic scoping review of research published between 2000 and 2020 on employment of people with 
disabilities, that was funded by the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation 
Research (NIDILRR) was conducted by CeKTER researchers at Boston University. All papers comparing people 
with disabilities to those without have been excluded from the systematic scoping review. Among over 100 
publications reviewed there was a wide and very disparate array of findings with numerous variables used 
and varying research questions. This result belies summative findings. There are numerous ways of organiz-
ing the disparate findings. This brief is the first in a series of findings from the systematic scoping review. In 
this brief we report on findings categorized by the demographic characteristics of education, gender, marital 
status, race, and age. Please note that all comparisons are always about corresponding peers with disabilities.

Education

	� Greater educational attainment contributes to: 

	� Higher rates of employment. 1, 7, 11–12, 15, 17, 19–23, 25–28, 31, 33–34, 38

	� Higher earnings and occupational status, better job quality, 
lengthier job tenure, and higher number of work hours per 
week. 1, 6, 8, 10, 13, 19–22, 25–26, 32, 35

	� Higher likelihood of being enrolled in vocational rehabilitation 
services and having successful closure of vocational rehabilita-
tion services due to competitive employment. 2, 4, 16, 35

Gender

	� Males are more likely to have higher rates of 
employment compared to females. 1, 3, 9, 11–12, 15, 25, 29, 31, 37

	� When compared to females, males are more 
likely to have higher earnings, better quality jobs, 
lengthier job tenure and higher number of work 
hours per week. 6, 8, 9, 13, 20, 22, 25–26

	� Male recipients of vocational rehabilitation ser-
vices are more likely than female recipients to 
have successful closure of vocational services 
due to obtaining competitive employment or 
self-employment. 14, 16, 18

	� When compared to female beneficiaries of Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), males receiv-
ing SSDI are more likely to be enrolled in vocational 
rehabilitation services, to start and complete a trial 
work period, and to discontinue receipt of disabil-
ity payments due to successful return to work. 2

	� Female youth are more likely to be recipients of 
vocational rehabilitation services compared to 
male youth. 14
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Marriage

	� Disabled people who are married are more likely to have higher rates of employment than those who 
are unmarried. 1, 3, 17, 21–22, 38

	� Married people with disabilities are more likely to have higher earnings, a higher occupational status, and 
work more hours per week than unmarried people with disabilities. 1, 10, 20–22

Age

	� Individuals with disabilities who are younger are 
more likely to be employed compared to their 
older peers. 1, 12, 17, 20, 23, 31

	� Individuals with cerebral palsy who were between 
the ages of 26 and 54 were more likely to be 
employed than those who were younger. 15

	� Social Security disability beneficiaries who were 40 
years of age or younger were more likely to work. 24

	� Young African American men who had sub-
stance use disorders and were between ages 
20 and 25 had higher rates of employment than 
those who were between ages 16 and 18. 33

	� Individuals with disabilities who are younger are 
more likely to work a higher number of hours 
per week. 22, 36

	� Older people with psychiatric disabilities who 
were employed in professional and managerial 
positions were more likely to have lengthier job 
tenure when compared to those who were of 
younger age. 10

	� Older individuals with visual impairments who 
also had either hearing impairment or trau-
matic brain injury were more likely to have a 
higher job quality. 25–26

	� Individuals with spinal cord injuries who were 
between the ages of 40 and 50 were more likely 
to have higher earnings when compared to their 
younger or older peers. 20, 22

	� SSDI beneficiaries with visual impairments had 
higher earnings if they were younger. 13 

	� Individuals with spinal cord injuries and multiple 
sclerosis who were younger than 30 years of age 
had lower earnings compared to their older peers. 21

	� Individuals with spinal cord injuries who were 
between the ages of 40 and 50 had higher earn-
ings compared to their younger or older peers. 20

	� SSDI beneficiaries who were younger than 40 
years of age were more likely to be enrolled in 
employment services, to start and complete a 
trial work period, and to achieve nonpayment 
status due to successful employment. 2

	� Youth with disabilities between the ages of 20 
and 25 were more likely to receive vocational 
rehabilitation services and to have successful 
closure of services compared to youth between 
the ages 14 and 18. 14

	� Older individuals with visual impairments were 
more likely to be accepted for vocational rehabil-
itation services. 4

	� Individuals with disabilities who were older at 
the time of applying for vocational rehabilitation 
services were more likely to have successful clo-
sure due to self-employment. 18
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Race

	� Being a White person with a disability contributes to:

	� Higher rates of employment. 1, 12, 19–23, 26, 38

	� Higher earnings, occupational status, and number of work hours per week. 1, 19–22, 35, 36

	� Higher likelihood to be enrolled in vocational rehabilitation services and have successful closure of 
vocational rehabilitation services due to competitive employment or self-employment. 5, 14, 16, 18, 35

	� When compared to their White peers, African American Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) beneficia-
ries were more likely to enroll in vocational rehabilitation services, to start and complete a trial work period, to 
have higher earnings, and to discontinue receipt of disability payments due to successful return to work. 2, 13

	� Some studies identified that Hispanic individuals with disabilities were more likely to have higher rates of 
employment when compared to those who were White, 11 non-Hispanic 30 or non-Hispanic White. 31

References

1.	 Arango-Lasprilla, J. C., Ketchum, J. M., Williams, K., Kreutzer, 
J. S., de la Plata, C. D. M., O’Neil-Pirozzi, T. M., & Wehman, P. 
(2008). Racial differences in employment outcomes after 
traumatic brain injury. Archives of Physical Medicine and 
Rehabilitation, 89(5), 988–995.

2.	 Ben-Shalom, Y., & Mamun, A. A. (2015). Return-to-work out-
comes among Social Security Disability Insurance program 
beneficiaries. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 26(2), 100–110.

3.	 Brucker, D. L., Houtenville, A. J., & Lauer, E. A. (2016). Using 
sensory, functional, and activity limitation data to estimate 
employment outcomes for working-age persons with 
disabilities in the United States. Journal of Disability Policy 
Studies, 27(3), 131–137.

4.	 Cavenaugh, B. S., Giesen, J. M., & Steinman, B. A. (2006). 
Contextual effects of race or ethnicity on acceptance for 
vocational rehabilitation of consumers who are legally blind. 
Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, 100(7), 425-436.

5.	 Chan, J. Y., Wang, C. C., Ditchman, N., Kim, J. H., Pete, J., 
Chan, F., & Dries, B. (2014). State unemployment rates and 
vocational rehabilitation outcomes: A multilevel analysis. 
Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin, 57(4), 209–218. 

6.	 Chan, F., Wang, C. C., Fitzgerald, S., Muller, V., Ditchman, N., & 
Menz, F. (2016). Personal, environmental, and service-delivery 
determinants of employment quality for state vocational 
rehabilitation consumers: A multilevel analysis. Journal of 
Vocational Rehabilitation, 45(1), 5–18.

7.	 Cmar, J. L., McDonnall, M. C., & Crudden, A. (2018). Transpor-
tation self-efficacy and employment among individuals with 
visual impairments. Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, 
48(2), 257–268.

8.	 Crudden, A., McDonnall, M. C., & Sui, Z. (2018). Losing employ-
ment: At-risk employed vocational rehabilitation applicants 
with vision loss. Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, 
112(5), 461–474.

9.	 Dong, S., Fabian, E., & Luecking, R. G. (2016). Impacts of 
school structural factors and student factors on employ-
ment outcomes for youth with disabilities in transition: A 
secondary data analysis. Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin, 
59(4), 224–234.

10.	 Ellison, M. L., Russinova, Z., Lyass, A., & Rogers, E. S. (2008). 
Professionals and managers with severe mental illnesses: 
Findings from a national survey. Journal of Nervous and 
Mental Disease, 196(3), 179–189.

11.	 Giesen, J. M., & Cavenaugh, B. S. (2012). Transition-age youths 
with visual impairments in vocational rehabilitation: A new 
look at competitive outcomes and services. Journal of Visual 
Impairment & Blindness, 106(8), 475–487.

12.	 Giesen, J. M., & Cavenaugh, B. S. (2013). Disability insurance 
beneficiaries with visual impairments in vocational reha-
bilitation: Socio-demographic influences on employment. 
Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, 107(6), 453–467.

13.	 Giesen, J. M., & Lang, A. H. (2018). Predictors of earnings en-
abling likely roll departure for SSDI beneficiaries with visual 
impairments in vocational rehabilitation. Journal of Disabili-
ty Policy Studies, 29(3), 166–177.

14.	 Honeycutt, T., Martin, F., & Wittenburg, D. (2017). Transitions 
and vocational rehabilitation success: Tracking outcomes for 
different types of youth. Journal of Vocational Rehabilita-
tion, 46(2), 137–148.

15.	 Huang, I. C., Holzbauer, J. J., Lee, E. J., Chronister, J., Chan, 
F., & O’Neil, J. (2013). Vocational rehabilitation services and 
employment outcomes for adults with cerebral palsy in the 
United States. Developmental Medicine & Child Neurology, 
55(11), 1000–1008.

16.	 Inge, K. J., Cimera, R. E., Revell, W. G., Wehman, P. H., & 
Seward, H. E. (2015). Employment outcomes for individuals 
with spinal cord injuries: 2011–2013. Journal of Vocational 
Rehabilitation, 42(1), 85–96.

17.	 Ipsen, C. (2006). Health, secondary conditions, and em-
ployment outcomes for adults with disabilities. Journal of 
Disability Policy Studies, 17(2), 77–87.

18.	 Ipsen, C., & Swicegood, G. (2017). Rural and urban vocational 
rehabilitation self-employment outcomes. Journal of Voca-
tional Rehabilitation, 46(1), 97–105.

19.	 Krause, J. S., Dismuke-Greer, C. E., Jarnecke, M., Li, C., Reed, 
K. S., & Rumrill, P. (2019). Employment and gainful earnings 
among those with multiple sclerosis. Archives of Physical 
Medicine and Rehabilitation, 100(5), 931–937.



4

Suggested Citation: Russinova, Z., Bloch, P., & De Wet, A. (2024). Employment Outcomes among People 
with Disabilities: Demographics and Employment Determinants: Selected Findings from NIDILRR-funded 
Disability Employment Research in the 21st Century. Psychiatry Information in Brief. Worcester, MA: UMass 
Chan Medical School & Boston University, Center on Knowledge Translation for Employment Research. 

The contents of this product were funded by the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and 
Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR), Grant #90DPEM0004. NIDILRR is a Center within the Administration 
for Community Living (ACL). ACL is an agency in the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). 
The contents of this product do not necessarily represent the policy of NIDILRR, ACL, or HHS and you 
should not assume endorsement by the Federal Government.

© 2024 Boston University & UMass Chan Medical School. All Rights Reserved.

20.	 Krause, J. S., Dismuke-Greer, C. E., Jarnecke, M., & Reed, K. S. 
(2020). Differential odds of employment and estimation of 
earnings among those with spinal cord injury. Rehabilitation 
Counseling Bulletin, 63(2), 67–78.

21.	 Krause, J. S., Dismuke-Greer, C. E., Reed, K., Backus, D., & 
Rumrill, P. (2020). Gainful employment and earnings among 
those with spinal cord injury and multiple sclerosis. Journal 
of Vocational Rehabilitation, 52(1), 19–28.

22.	 Krause, J. S., Dismuke-Greer, C. E., Reed, K. S., & Li, C. (2020). 
Employment status, hours working, and gainful earnings 
after spinal cord injury: Relationship with pain, prescription 
medications for pain, and nonprescription opioid use. Spinal 
Cord, 58(3), 275–283.

23.	 Mamboleo, G., Kaya, C., Meyer, L., Kamnetz, B., Bezyak, J., 
& Chan, F. (2015). Vocational rehabilitation services and 
outcomes for individuals with arthritis in the United States. 
Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, 42(2), 131–139.

24.	 Mamun, A., O’Leary, P., Wittenburg, D. C., & Gregory, J. (2011). 
Employment among Social Security disability program ben-
eficiaries, 1996-2007. Social Security Bulletin, 71, 11–34.

25.	 McDonnall, M. C., & Cmar, J. (2019). Employment outcomes 
and job quality of vocational rehabilitation consumers with 
deaf-blindness. Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin, 63(1), 13–24.

26.	 McDonnall, M. C., Cmar, J. L., & McKnight, Z. S. (2020). Service 
factors and personal characteristics associated with employ-
ment and job quality for vocational rehabilitation consumers 
with combined traumatic brain injury and visual impair-
ment. Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, 52(3), 223–238.

27.	 McDonnall, M. C., & LeJeune, B. J. (2008). Employment 
among older adults with combined hearing and vision loss. 
Journal of Applied Rehabilitation Counseling, 39(3), 3–9.

28.	 McDonnall, M. C., & Tatch, A. (2021). Educational attainment 
and employment for individuals with visual impairments. 
Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, 115(2), 152–159.

29.	 McKnight, Z. S., Crudden, A., & McDonnall, M. C. (2021). Per-
sonal characteristics associated with working after disability 
onset for people with visual impairments. Journal of Visual 
Impairment & Blindness, 115(2), 95–105.

30.	 Metcalfe, J. D., Riley, J., McGurk, S., Hale, T., Drake, R. E., & 
Bond, G. R. (2018). Comparing predictors of employment in 
individual placement and support: a longitudinal analysis. 
Psychiatry Research, 264, 85–90.

31.	 O’Neill, J., Kaczetow, W., Pfaller, J., & Verkuilen, J. (2017). Im-
pairment, demographics and competitive employment in 
vocational rehabilitation. Journal of Vocational Rehabilita-
tion, 46(2), 149–158.

32.	 O’Neill, J., Kang, H. J., Sánchez, J., Muller, V., Aldrich, H., Pfaller, 
J., & Chan, F. (2015). Effect of college or university training 
on earnings of people with disabilities: A case control study. 
Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, 43(2), 93–102.

33.	 Pete, J. P., Diallo, A., Kaya, C., Brooks, J., Allen, M., Bezyak, J., 
& Chan, F. (2015). Vocational rehabilitation as a public health 
intervention for young African American men with sub-
stance use disorders. Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, 
43(2), 149–157.

34.	 Rumrill, P., Wehman, P., Cimera, R., Kaya, C., Dillard, C., & 
Chan, F. (2016). Vocational rehabilitation services and out-
comes for transition-age youth with traumatic brain injuries. 
The Journal of Head Trauma Rehabilitation, 31(4), 288–295. 

35.	 Sevak, P. H., Mann, D. R., & O’Neill, J. (2019). Personal and 
contextual factors associated with successful vocational 
rehabilitation and employment outcomes. Rehabilitation 
Counseling Bulletin, 62(3), 180–191.

36.	 Sevak, P., O’Neill, J., Houtenville, A., & Brucker, D. (2018). State 
and local determinants of employment outcomes among 
individuals with disabilities. Journal of Disability Policy Stud-
ies, 29(2), 119–128.

37.	 Sima, A. P., Wehman, P. H., Chan, F., West, M. D., & Leucking, R. 
G. (2015). An evaluation of risk factors related to employment 
outcomes for youth with disabilities. Career Development 
and Transition for Exceptional Individuals, 38(2), 89–100.

38.	 Wong, A. W., Chen, C., Baum, M. C., Heaton, R. K., Goodman, 
B., & Heinemann, A. W. (2019). Cognitive, emotional, and 
physical functioning as predictors of paid employment in 
people with stroke, traumatic brain injury, and spinal cord 
injury. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73(2), 
7302205010p1–7302205010p15.


