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Abstract

We examine the factors that influence employer accommodation of newly disabled workers and 

how effective such accommodations are in retaining workers and discouraging disability insurance 

applications. Using the Health and Retirement Study, we find that only a quarter of newly disabled 

older workers in their 50s are accommodated by their employers in some way following onset of a 

disability. Importantly, we find that few employer characteristics explain which workers are 

accommodated; rather, employee characteristics, particularly the presence of personality traits 

correlated with assertiveness and open communication, are highly predictive of accommodation. 

We also find that if employer accommodation rates could be increased, disabled workers would be 

significantly more likely to delay labor force exit for up to two years. However, accommodation 

does not appear to reduce subsequent disability insurance claiming.
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1. Introduction

The U.S. Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) program is in fiscal crisis. After 

decades of expansive program growth, the Disability Insurance Trust Fund has nearly 

exhausted its assets, recently prompting Congress to enact a temporary reallocation of 

payroll tax revenues in order to avert large benefit cuts later this year (Bipartisan Budget Act 

of 2015). As this temporary fix buys time for the development of a long-term policy 
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solution, much attention is centered on ways to increase the likelihood that a newly disabled 

individual will continue in employment rather than leave the labor force and apply for SSDI 

benefits. The role played by employers in facilitating continued work has been of particular 

interest, especially as research has shown that many SSDI beneficiaries have substantial 

work capacity (Maestas, Mullen and Strand 2013; Autor, Maestas, Mullen and Strand 2015). 

Indeed, several influential reform proposals focus on ways to incentivize employers to retain 

employees after they experience the onset of a disability (Autor and Duggan 2010; 

Burkhauser and Daly 2011; see also Leibman and Smalligan 2013).

For employer-centered reforms to alter the current growth trajectory of the SSDI program, it 

must be the case that employers are not already taking sufficient measures to retain disabled 

workers, that they would take stronger measures if better incentives were in place, and that if 

they did so, fewer disabled workers would leave the labor force and apply for SSDI benefits. 

It has been well established that the rate of employer accommodation reported by disabled 

workers is low—between one-quarter and one-third—despite provisions under the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) mandating that employers provide reasonable 
accommodation to disabled workers (see e.g., Charles 2005; Burkhauser, Schmeiser and 

Weathers 2012). Reasonable accommodation includes steps such as modification of job 

requirements and work schedules, or provision of assistive equipment; it does not extend to 

other interventions thought to promote return-to-work such as coordination of medical care, 

career counseling, vocational rehabilitation, or education and re-training.1 Whether the low 

rate of employer accommodation can be increased, and whether such accommodation might 

be effective in preventing or slowing labor force exit and/or SSDI claiming, remain open 

questions.

Despite the focus on employers in the policy debate, the evidence base supporting the 

effectiveness of reforms aimed at changing employer behavior is limited. Most studies on 

determinants of employer accommodation of disability have focused on the impact of anti-

discrimination legislation (e.g., Charles 2005; Burkhauser, Schmeiser and Weathers 2012).2 

Papers examining how various forms of employment support affect the employment 

trajectory following disability onset have mostly concentrated in the pre-ADA era (i.e., prior 

to 1992–1994; see Burkhauser, Butler and Kim 1995; Daly and Bound 1995; Burkhauser, 

Butler, Kim and Weathers 1999) or other countries such as Canada (Campolieti 2005), 

Denmark (Høgelund and Holm 2014), and The Netherlands (Koning and Lindeboom 2015).
3

In this paper we offer new evidence about workplace accommodation, specifically the 

factors that determine whether newly disabled workers receive accommodation from their 

1The legal literature suggests that the main reason the ADA has been ineffective at encouraging employer accommodation is that the 
courts have applied a much stricter definition of what is a covered disability than that intended by Congress (see, e.g., Race and 
Dornier 2009). The 2008 amendments to the ADA were intended to correct this misinterpretation and specifically widen the definition 
of covered disability. We are unaware of any empirical papers on the effectiveness of the 2008 amendments, however our data show no 
increase in accommodation rates all else equal after 2008.
2A recent study by Bronchetti and McInerney (2015) examines employer accommodation of the subset of disabled workers who were 
injured on the job specifically, with an emphasis on the role of Workers’ Compensation.
3A notable exception is a recent paper by Neumark et al. (2015) which examines the effect of workplace accommodations on labor 
supply on both intensive and extensive margins for women newly diagnosed with breast cancer in Virginia between fall 2007 and fall 
2011.
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employers, as well as the short- and long-term effects of employer accommodation on 

employment and SSDI claiming behavior. First, we use the Health and Retirement Study 

(HRS) to estimate the prevalence of employer accommodation among newly disabled 

workers in their 50s. Consistent with the previous literature, we find that only slightly more 

than a quarter of newly disabled workers report that their employer provided any kind of 

accommodation after they became disabled.

Next we turn to the factors associated with employer accommodation following the onset of 

a work-limiting health impairment. This is important not only for designing policies to 

increase accommodation rates but also for evaluating the effectiveness of employer 

accommodation as a way of retaining disabled workers and discouraging them from 

applying for SSDI benefits. If sicker employees tend to self-sort into jobs with 

accommodating employers, or if employers selectively accommodate those they wish to 

retain, then a simple comparison of the work outcomes of accommodated versus non-

accommodated workers could yield biased estimates. With regard to self-sorting, we find no 

evidence that workers who expect to become limited in their ability to work in the future are 

any more likely to be employed by firms that could be perceived as more flexible or 

accommodating (e.g., firms providing long term disability coverage, or those that would 

allow reduced hours if needed). More generally, we find no correlation between employer 

characteristics and the provision of accommodation. At the same time, we find little 

evidence that employers selectively provide accommodation to employees on the basis of the 

employee’s workforce attachment or residual productive capacity (e.g., their health, type or 

severity of disability). Rather, the most predictive factors are relatively fixed employee 
characteristics such as education and race.

This suggests a possible explanation—that employees are the source of the roadblock in the 

accommodation process. Accommodation results from a multi-stage process, whereby an 

employee must first request accommodation and the employer then responds accordingly. 

Even though the ADA mandates reasonable accommodation of disabilities in the workplace, 

employees may not know this or may fear discrimination by their employer if they make 

such a request (von Schrader et al. 2013). A May 2012 supplement to the Current Population 

Survey (CPS) found that only 12.5 percent of disabled workers requested a change in their 

current workplace to help them do their job better (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2013). In 

some cases, the employer may not wish to provide the accommodation requested by the 

employee and the employer and employee may iterate to a mutually agreeable solution. This 

may require self-advocacy or persistence on the part of the employee.

Because the HRS does not contain questions on whether the employee asked for 

accommodation (only whether he received it), we cannot investigate this mechanism directly 

in our data. However, starting in 2006 the HRS administered a psychosocial leave-behind 

questionnaire to a random half of respondents in alternating survey years. Thus, we are able 

to investigate the influence of a number of personality traits, including the “Big Five” traits 

of openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism, and two 

measures of control beliefs, personal mastery and perceived constraints. We find that 

agreeableness and neuroticism are both strongly negatively correlated with receiving 

accommodation, whereas extraversion is positively correlated with accommodation. 
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Agreeableness, neuroticism and extraversion tend to be positively associated with 

demanding conflict management styles and negatively associated with avoiding conflict 

management styles (Antonioni 1998). Individuals with demanding styles are often 

aggressive and make sure that their needs are met; individuals with avoiding styles do not 

tend to communicate their needs. We also find that individuals who score high on the 

perceived constraints measure of sense of control—that is, they are reliant on others for 

solving problems—are more likely to receive accommodation.

Finally, we turn our attention to estimating the effect of employer accommodation on 

employee outcomes such as employment and SSDI application and receipt. Because we do 

not find evidence that individuals who expect to develop health problems self-sort into more 

accommodating employers nor that accommodation is selectively provided to employees 

with stronger labor force attachment or higher residual productive capacity, we conclude that 

selection bias in ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates of the effect of accommodation on 

labor supply is likely minimal, particularly after conditioning on a rich set of relevant control 

variables. In addition to OLS, we reweight observations using the propensity score to allow 

for a more flexible specification and find similar results. Using the method proposed by 

Altonji et al. (2005), we find that any remaining selection on unobservables would have to 

be an order of magnitude greater than the degree of selection on observables to account for 

our estimates.

We find that accommodation substantially and significantly increases the probability of 

continued employment in the two years following disability onset; a worker receiving 

accommodation is 17 percentage points (40 percent) more likely to work in the next survey 

wave than a worker who did not receive accommodation. However, this effect almost 

vanishes by the next survey wave (up to four years after onset). Although any form of 

accommodation is effective, we find that accommodations involving work changes (e.g., job 

restructuring, helping an employee learn new skills) are most effective. We find no evidence 

that accommodation reduces subsequent SSDI application or receipt, suggesting that 

individuals on the margin of working versus dropping out of the labor force depending on 

whether their disability is accommodated are not the same ones who are on the margin of 

applying for disability insurance.

Our findings have a number of important implications for disability employment policy. 

First, if disabled employees are not disclosing their need for accommodation to employers, 

then this suggests policies targeting employer incentives for retaining disabled workers—

e.g., by introducing experience-rated employer contributions to SSDI or by mandating 

employers to provide private disability insurance—may not be particularly effective at 

increasing accommodation rates. Unlike other experience-rated programs such as Workers’ 

Compensation, there is no reporting system for disabling injuries that occur off the job, and 

the lack of visible impairment in many cases means that employers are often unaware that an 

employee suffers from a disability.4 Rather, our findings suggest that policies targeting the 

environment surrounding disability disclosure may be more effective at increasing 

4This likely accounts for the differences between our findings and those of Bronchetti and McInerney (2015), who find that employer 
characteristics matter most in determining whether an employee who is injured on the job receives accommodation.

Hill et al. Page 4

Labour Econ. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 August 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



accommodation of disabled employees. For example, a new rule requiring federal 

contractors to demonstrate that at least 7 percent of their employees are disabled (or that 

they are taking steps to achieve that target) could increase accommodation rates among 

federal contractors not only because employers will now explicitly ask their employees if 

they have a disability but also because employees may now perceive that being disabled is 

actually desirable to their employer (Weber, 2014). If employer accommodation rates 

increase, we find that disabled workers would be more likely to delay labor force exit, at 

least for up to two years. However, these data also suggest that increasing employer 

accommodation is unlikely to stem the tide of new SSDI beneficiaries.

2. Data and Summary Statistics

We use the nationally representative Health and Retirement Study (HRS), which has 

surveyed individuals ages 51 and older every two years since 1992. We use all survey waves 

through 2010. We identify individuals as disabled if they answer yes to the question, “Do 

you have any impairment or health problem that limits the kind or amount of paid work you 

can do?” We restrict our attention to newly disabled workers whose disability onset is 

observed in panel, that is, those individuals who are not disabled when they enter the panel 

but who subsequently report a work disability that began when they were employed. This 

allows us to condition on a rich set of job and employer characteristics measured before the 

onset of the disability, so that we can examine their influence on whether the individual’s 

disability is accommodated by his employer and whether he continues to work or claims 

disability insurance benefits after becoming disabled.

Table 1 lists the restrictions we apply in constructing our sample and the sample size after 

each restriction. Of the 15,906 HRS respondents who enter the panel without reporting a 

work disability, 3,144 or 20 percent report a work-limiting health condition at some time in 

the future while still in working-age years (that is, before they become eligible to claim full 

Social Security benefits). We further restrict the sample to individuals who are employed at 

the time of disability onset; that is, they answer “yes” to the question, “Were you employed 

at the time your health began to limit your ability to work?” Prior to 1998, this question was 

only asked of individuals who reported that the health problem first began to bother them 

after the last wave’s interview. Since 59 percent of newly disabled respondents report that 

the health problem causing their disability first began to bother them more than two years 

ago, this skip pattern resulted in the exclusion of a large number of individuals reporting a 

new disability onset (28 percent).5 Starting in 1998, employment status at onset was asked 

of all disabled respondents. Of those who were posed the question, 73 percent report 

working at the time their health first began to limit their ability work.

Next, the respondents were asked, “At the time your health started to limit your ability to 

work, did your employer do anything special to help you out so that you could stay at 

work?” Possible responses were “yes,” “no,” “left immediately,” “self-employed” and 

5Respondents were also asked when their health problem first began to “interfere with [their] work.” A sizeable fraction (42 percent) 
still reported onsets occurring more than two years ago, even though two years ago in the last survey wave they reported that their 
health did not limit their ability to work. We include these respondents in our main analyses, but perform robustness checks where we 
exclude them.
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(starting in 1998) “no help needed.” We excluded all respondents who gave an answer other 

than yes or no. We further limit the sample to those who were observed in the wave prior to 

onset and those with no missing values on key covariates, resulting in 1,164 newly disabled 

older workers.6 Finally, for specifications that examine the influence of job and employer 

characteristics that were collected only in the prior wave, we limit the sample to the 972 

newly disabled respondents (84 percent) who were also working in the prior wave.

Table 2 presents summary statistics for the main sample of 1,164 respondents, overall and by 

accommodation status. In our sample, only 26 percent of newly disabled older workers 

receive some form of employer accommodation upon becoming disabled, despite the fact 

that by construction all onsets occurred after 1992, when the ADA was implemented. While 

this statistic is consistent with other work using national surveys of individuals, it is notable 

that a probability-based survey of private- and federal-sector employers found much higher 

accommodation rates, in the range of 60–70 percent (e.g., Bruyere 2000). One possible 

explanation for the discrepancy is that the HRS (and other surveys) asks about 

accommodation only when respondents say they have a work-limiting health problem. This 

conditioning sequence will skip people who have been accommodated if they no longer 

consider themselves work-limited (perhaps because the accommodation was successful). A 

recent experimental study of question ordering demonstrates that this group exists and may 

be of empirical importance (Maestas and Mullen 2015). The general issue of how to 

appropriately identify people with disabilities in national surveys is long-standing and 

unresolved.7

If the respondent reported that their employer did something special to help them out, they 

were then asked more detailed questions about what types of things the employer did. We 

grouped their responses into three different dimensions of accommodation (not mutually 

exclusive): changes to time (allowing more breaks, allowing different arrival or departure 

times or shortening the work day), reported by 55 percent of accommodated respondents; 

provision of equipment/assistance (getting someone to help, getting special equipment, 

arranging special transportation), reported by 48 percent of accommodated respondents; and 

changes to work (changing the job, helping to learn new job skills), reported by 37 percent 

of respondents. Twenty-two percent of accommodated respondents reported that they 

received some other accommodation than one of the eight types prompted by HRS. See 

Table A1 for a more detailed breakdown of the types of accommodation.

Intriguingly, with the exception of only a few characteristics (education, race and earnings), 

individuals whose employers accommodate their disabilities are not very different from 

those whose employers do not accommodate their disabilities. While more educated and 

higher earning workers are slightly more likely to be accommodated, there is no evidence 

that healthier workers or workers with certain kinds of disabling conditions or job types are 

more or less likely to be accommodated. Employer characteristics also do not seem to be 

associated with whether an employee receives any accommodation. However, it is evident 

6For some covariates with large numbers of missing values (e.g., number of employees at the respondent’s firm), we included a 
missing indicator instead of dropping the observation.
7See for example Burkhauser et al. (2012) for a discussion of how the CPS definition of disability relates to individual reports of 
work-limiting health impairments.
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that employees who are accommodated are significantly more likely to continue to work 

following disability onset. Overall, fewer than half of disabled workers are working 2–4 

years after onset. One-third have applied for disability insurance benefits and of those, two-

thirds eventually receive benefits. Note that approximately one-quarter of individuals are 

neither working nor pursuing disability insurance benefits.

Finally, in 2006 the HRS began administering a psychosocial leave-behind questionnaire 

(LBQ) to a random half of respondents in alternating years. The module contains questions 

enabling one to construct measures of the “Big Five” personality traits—openness, 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism—on a four-point scale (1–4), 

with higher values corresponding to stronger presence of a given personality trait. We also 

constructed two measures of sense of control: personal mastery and perceived constraints. 

The personal mastery index measures how much a person believes they can affect change, 

containing items such as “I can do the things I want to do,” “What happens depends on me,” 

and “When I want to do something I find a way to succeed at it.” The perceived constraints 

index, in contrast, measures the extent to which outside factors control an individual’s life 

and contains items such as “I feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life,” “I have little 

control over the things that happen to me,” and “Other people determine what I can and 

cannot do.” The control measures average over items rated on a six-point scale (1–6) with 6 

corresponding to strongly agreeing with a statement and 1 to strongly disagreeing. Thus, 

higher scores on personal mastery and lower scores on perceived constraints correspond to a 

higher sense of control.

For analyses using the personality measures, we restrict our sample to HRS respondents who 

completed the psychosocial questionnaire prior to reporting a new disability in the 2008 or 

2010 survey waves. This limits the sample to onsets that were reported in 2008 (in the half 

of the sample receiving the psychosocial LBQ in 2006) or 2010 (with personality measures 

taken from 2006 or 2008, respectively). The last two columns of Table 2 show that the 

psychosocial LBQ subsample is similar to the larger HRS sample across a wide array of 

dimensions during the period 2006–2010. Table A2 reports means, standard deviations and 

correlations between the personality and control measures.

3. Determinants of Employer Accommodation

In this section we explore which factors are correlated with employer accommodation 

following disability onset. Understanding what factors determine which employees are 

accommodated is important not only for assessing the scope of increasing accommodation 

rates in the U.S. through different policy levers but it is also a necessary prerequisite for 

estimating the effect of employer accommodation on employee outcomes, such as labor 

supply. We investigate the determinants of employer accommodation in three ways. First, we 

examine whether employees who are likely to become disabled self-sort into jobs with 

employers who they could reasonably expect to be accommodating in the event that they 

became disabled. Second, we examine which individual, job and employer characteristics 

are associated with employer accommodation of workers following disability onset. Finally, 

using a unique subsample of HRS respondents completing a psychosocial leave-behind 
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questionnaire we examine whether individuals with certain personality attributes are more or 

less likely to be accommodated following disability onset.

3.1. Role of Self-Sorting

To examine whether employees with health problems are more likely to sort into jobs with 

more accommodating employers, we use a sample of healthy respondents (before they 

became disabled, if they ever did) in the first wave of employment with a given employer. 

We use three measures of whether an employer may be perceived by employees as more 

accommodating to individuals with disabilities: whether the employer offers long-term 

disability insurance (LTDI), whether the employer would let older workers move to a less 

demanding job with less pay if they wanted to, and whether the employer would allow the 

individual to reduce the hours in his regular working schedule if he wanted to. Table 3 

presents the mean and standard deviation of individuals’ self-reported probability of 

becoming disabled in the next 10 years by each of the three employer characteristics. The 

difference in individuals’ expectations about becoming disabled is statistically different from 

zero only for individuals whose employers differ on the offer of LTDI, and only before 

controlling for other covariates. Yet, employees of firms offering LTDI believe themselves 

less likely to become disabled than employees of firms not offering LTDI. Thus, we do not 

find any evidence that those individuals with health problems pre-sort into employers who 

would be more likely to accommodate them in the event that they become disabled.

3.2. Role of Individual, Job and Employer Characteristics

Next we assess which factors are associated with employer accommodation following the 

onset of disability. Table 4 presents estimates of marginal effects from a probit model of 

employer accommodation on demographics, pre-disability health, disability characteristics, 

and job and employer characteristics. All variables except the disability characteristics are 

pre-determined, measured in the wave before the respondent first reports a work-limiting 

disability. Column 1 presents estimates of the effects of individual demographic factors, pre-

disability health status, and disability characteristics on accommodation for the sample of 

1,164 newly disabled respondents who were employed at the time their health began to limit 

their work (but not necessarily in the wave prior). Column 2 restricts the sample to the 972 

respondents (83.5 percent) who were both employed at onset and two years earlier, and adds 

pre-determined job and employer characteristics to the regression. The estimated effects of 

the regressors in common are similar in size and statistical significance across the two 

groups. Finally, columns 3–5 estimate the effects of the same factors on each of three 

dimensions of accommodation: time, equipment/assistance and work change, as described in 

Section 2. We omit “other” unspecified accommodations.

Consistent with the summary statistics in Table 2, we find that education and race are the 

strongest predictors of accommodation. Workers with at least some college are 8–12 

percentage points (30–45 percent) more likely to be accommodated than those without a 

high school degree. Minorities are less likely to be accommodated, especially non-black 

minorities (e.g., Asians). The finding of race is particularly interesting since, unlike 

education, it is not related to skill level and therefore should not affect labor demand. 

Surprisingly, we find little evidence that characteristics of the actual health impairment are 
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predictive of accommodation. Two notable exceptions are people with a history of back 

problems, who are 7 percentage points less likely to report an accommodation than people 

without a history of back problems no matter what their disabling condition, and people with 

emotional (i.e., mental health) problems, who are least likely to report an accommodation. 

For the most part these conclusions continue to hold when considering different dimensions 

of accommodation, although college completion appears to be less of a factor for time- and 

assistance-related accommodations than it does for work change accommodations, and race 

appears not to factor significantly into work change accommodations. Interestingly, we find 

that overweight workers are more likely to receive work change (and perhaps assistance-

related accommodations) compared to their normal and underweight peers.

Next, we turn to the influence of job and employer characteristics. The fact that newly 

disabled workers who had not been working in the wave prior to onset are less likely to be 

accommodated suggests that job tenure may be an important factor in employer 

accommodation. We divide job tenure measured in the prior wave into approximate 

quintiles. We find that tenure in the middle quintile (6–12 years tenure, two years earlier) is 

(weakly) correlated with higher rates of employer accommodation, especially for time-

related accommodations. There is also some evidence that employees with very long tenure 

are more likely to receive some sort of time-related accommodation, consistent with the idea 

that they may take the opportunity to phase into retirement. More physically demanding jobs 

are somewhat less likely to be accommodated by allowing work changes or providing 

employees with assistance.8 On the other hand, more stressful jobs are more likely to be 

accommodated with changes in work timing or provision of assistance. There is no evidence 

that employer characteristics, such as offering LTDI, accommodating older workers or 

employer policies that would allow employees in general to reduce their hours, are 

associated with accommodation. Industry and occupation fixed effects were jointly 

insignificant as well.

All of our disability onsets occur after the implementation of the ADA, and we find no 

evidence that accommodation rates increased after the ADA was amended in 2008 (not 

shown). There is also no evidence that employee size is meaningfully related to employer 

accommodation.9 Unlike Burkhauser, Schmeiser and Weathers (2011), we do not find strong 

evidence that job-related injuries are significantly more likely to be accommodated than 

non-job-related injuries, although their sample included pre-ADA onsets and they also found 

that job-related injuries were more likely to be accommodated in states that lacked anti-

discrimination laws prior to the ADA.10 The absence of a relationship between 

accommodation and either firm or federal policy variation indicates these are not useful 

sources of exogenous variation for estimating the effect of accommodation on labor supply 

outcomes.

8We also estimated specifications which included interactions between physically demanding jobs and employee health; the 
interactions were statistically insignificant and did not alter the results.
9The ADA applies to employers with more than 25 regular employees.
10We also estimated versions of the model with state fixed effects (on restricted data) and found no significant effects of state of 
residence on employer accommodation. Again, however, all of our estimates are in the post-ADA era in which all states are subject to 
antidiscrimination law.
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3.3. Role of Personality

The results above suggest that it is employee rather than employer characteristics—and 

perhaps the employee’s relationship with the employer—that matters most in determining 

employer accommodation following onset of a work-limiting health condition. We 

hypothesize that personality traits correlated with making one’s needs known to employers 

and seeking out help will be positively correlated with employer accommodation. For 

example, extraverts are more likely to engage socially and may be more likely to mention 

their health problem to their employer. By the same token, disagreeable workers may be 

more willing to complain and endure conflict in an effort to come to a solution with their 

employer that would satisfy their needs.

Individuals with a high sense of control exhibit greater personal mastery and perceive fewer 

external constraints (Lachman et al., 2011). On the one hand, someone with high control 

beliefs might be more likely to solve their difficulties on their own, while someone with low 

sense of control might depend on their employer’s help. On the other hand, someone with 

high control beliefs might be more willing to enlist their employer’s help, while someone 

with low control beliefs might refrain from engaging their employer at all, especially if they 

believe it will make no difference. Which effect dominates the other is an empirical 

question.

We incorporate measures of personality and control beliefs into our analysis by taking 

advantage of a unique psychosocial leave-behind questionnaire (LBQ) that the HRS began 

administering in 2006 to a rotating one-half of respondents every four years. Because of the 

relatively recent, staggered introduction of the LBQ, we observe in panel only 115 

individuals whose disability onsets occurred after they completed the LBQ in 2006 or 2008. 

To the degree personality traits are stable over the life course, we could apply the LBQ 

measures retroactively to capture onsets that occurred prior to completing the LBQ. But the 

psychology literature is mixed on the stability of personality. For example, while Costa et al. 

(2000) and Cobb-Clark and Shurer (2012) find that personality traits are relatively stable, 

recent research with larger sample sizes (Specht et al., 2011) and longer time horizons 

(Billstedt et al., 2014) finds that personality traits change over the life course. In particular, 

Specht et al. (2011) find that older individuals who experience major life events are the most 

likely to show changes in personality.

To examine the issue in our data, we construct a simple test of whether disability onset is 

associated with changes in personality traits. Using the subsample of respondents with 

personality traits and control beliefs measured in both 2006 and 2010, we regress each 

personality trait in 2010 on its own lagged measure in 2006 and an indicator for whether the 

individual experienced a disability onset between the two measurement years. If the 

personality measures are stable and not influenced by the onset of a work-limiting health 

condition, then the coefficient on the lagged trait should be close to one and the coefficient 

on disability onset should be zero. These estimates are shown in Table 5, where each row 

reports a separate regression. The personality measures are all statistically distinct from one 

indicating only moderate stability over four years. The measures of control beliefs are 

notably less stable over time.11 However, we find that newly disabled individuals experience 

significant changes in personality and control beliefs after disability onset. Specifically, they 
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are less extraverted, and report reduced personal mastery and a heightened sense of 

perceived constraints. These results lead us to conclude that personality traits are not stable 

enough to apply retroactively and we therefore limit our analyses of personality traits as 

determinants of accommodation to the 115 respondents for whom we have pre-onset 
measures of personality and control beliefs.

Table 6 presents estimated marginal effects of probit models of employer accommodation on 

the Big Five personality measures—openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, 

agreeableness and neuroticism—and two measures of control beliefs, personal mastery and 

perceived constraints. Column 1 displays estimates for all disabled workers completing the 

psychosocial LBQ, while columns 2–3 present estimates for the subset of disabled workers 

who were also working in the wave prior to onset, with and without demographic control 

variables.12

We find that the personality traits agreeableness and neuroticism are consistently and 

strongly negatively correlated with employer accommodation. A standard deviation increase 

of 0.50 (see Table A2) in agreeableness is associated with an approximately 70 percent 

decrease in the probability of being accommodated, and a one-standard deviation increase in 

neuroticism is associated with an 86 percent decrease in the probability of being 

accommodated. On the other hand, extraversion is positively correlated with employer 

accommodation, with a standard deviation increase in extraversion nearly doubling the 

likelihood of accommodation. Andreoni (1998) demonstrates that these patterns (high 

extraversion, low agreeableness/neuroticism) are positively correlated with dominating and 

negatively correlated with avoiding conflict management styles.13 Individuals with 

dominating styles tend to be aggressive in attaining their goals, and individuals with 

avoiding styles (who are unlikely to be accommodated) often fail to communicate their 

needs. Finally, individuals who measure high in perceiving constraints (i.e., limits on their 

sense of control) are more likely to be accommodated by an employer. A standard deviation 

increase in the perceived constraints measure is associated with a 53 percent increase in the 

probability of being accommodated. Personality traits alone (including no other controls) 

explain nine percent of the variation in accommodation (Table 6, col. 2). This is same 

amount of variation explained by our rich set of control variables (omitting personality) in 

Table 4 (col. 2).

Interestingly, traits that are positively correlated with employer accommodation tend to be 

negatively correlated with one another in the population. For example, extraversion is 

negatively correlated with perceived constraints (r=−0.33; see Table A2). Similarly, lack of 

neuroticism is strongly negatively correlated with perceived constraints (r=−0.54), and lack 
of agreeableness is strongly negatively correlated with extraversion (r=0.54). The correlation 

matrix in Table A2 also reveals that the personality variables measure distinct constructs and 

therefore they are not collinear when entered simultaneously in the same model.

11The finding that control beliefs change over the lifecycle has been noted elsewhere (see e.g., Lachman and Firth 2004).
12Owing to the small sample size in the models, we limit the control variables to the demographic characteristics included in Table 4.
13The other conflict management styles identified by Andreoni are: integrating, obliging and compromising.
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Finally, columns 4 and 5 of Table 6 investigate the relationship between personality 

measures and labor force status using, alternately, newly disabled and healthy respondents 

who completed the psychosocial LBQ. Column 4 shows little evidence of correlation 

between the personality measures and employment status (measured one wave after 

personality was measured) in the newly disabled sample, where we also condition on 

demographic covariates. However, because that sample is very small and the estimates lack 

precision, we perform the same analysis on a larger subsample of healthy respondents. 

There, too, and with substantially increased precision, we find no correlation between the 

personality measures and employment status. This suggests that while personality measures 

may affect labor supply indirectly as important determinants of accommodation, they do not 

also have a direct effect on labor supply in our sample. An implication of this result is that 

there is likely to be little omitted variable bias if personality measures are omitted from 

regressions of labor supply on employer accommodation.

4. Effect of Employer Accommodation on Labor Force Exit and Disability 

Insurance Claiming

4.1 Methodology

We now turn to estimating the effect of employer accommodation on the labor supply of 

newly disabled older workers. We use two methods for estimating the effect of employer 

accommodation on labor supply: ordinary least squares (OLS) and propensity score 

reweighting. For these estimates to be interpretable as causal, the conditional independence 

assumption (CIA) must hold. The CIA states that, conditional on a set of observable 

characteristics, assignment of accommodation is independent of potential labor supply 

outcomes. While the CIA is fundamentally untestable, we showed in the previous section 

that conditional on observable characteristics such as education, race and job tenure, 

employees with health problems do not appear to sort to more accommodating employers 

and employers do not appear to provide accommodation selectively to individuals with 

higher labor force attachment or more residual productive capacity (i.e., less severe 

disabilities). If anything, accommodation is related to aspects of the employee’s personality 

that are correlated with seeking out and obtaining help. We showed that while personality 

factors influence accommodation, they do not appear to directly influence the labor supply 

outcomes of the newly disabled. On the basis of this rationale, we estimate the effect of 

accommodation on labor supply using the full sample of HRS respondents experiencing a 

disability onset, necessarily omitting controls for personality which are available for only a 

small subset of the full sample.14

We perform two tests designed to gauge the validity of the CIA assumption in our setting. 

The first is a test of unconfoundeness proposed by Imbens (2015) and presented in Table A3. 

This test demonstrates that lagged labor supply outcomes are uncorrelated with 

14An additional issue arises from the influence of potential sample selection bias. As discussed in Section 2, the HRS only asks those 
who report a work-limiting disability whether they received an employer accommodation. Recent experimental evidence by Maestas 
and Mullen (2015) suggests this skip pattern excludes a sizable number of people who report an employer accommodation for health 
reasons and by implication are currently working. This suggests our estimates may be interpreted as a lower bound on the effect of 
employer accommodation on continued employment post onset.

Hill et al. Page 12

Labour Econ. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 August 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



accommodation status, consistent with the conditional independence assumption holding. 

The second is a test of selection bias proposed by Altonji et al. (2005). The results of this 

test indicate that the degree of selection on unobservables would have to be 10.7 times the 

degree of selection on observables in order to explain our estimated effect. In light of the 

rich controls included in our model, selection on unobservables of this magnitude is well 

outside the range of plausibility.

Although both OLS and propensity score methods rely on the same conditional 

independence assumption, OLS imposes additional functional form assumptions that 

propensity score methods do not rely on. Propensity score reweighting uses the propensity 

score to reweight the distribution of covariates X in the control group to match the 

distribution of X observed in the treated group. Intuitively, it places more weight on 

untreated observations that “look like” treated observations and down-weights untreated 

observations that do not so that the two groups are more directly comparable. Thus, one can 

use the reweighted control group to estimate the counterfactual distribution of the outcome 

Y for the treated group had they never been treated.

We implement propensity reweighting as follows. First, we estimate the propensity score 

function p(Xi) using a probit regression of employer accommodation (treatment) on 

individual, job and employer characteristics Xi measured in the wave prior to onset. We also 

include indicators for the disabling condition (e.g., musculoskeletal, emotional) which is 

also predetermined. We then construct the following estimator for the average treatment 

effect on the treated (ATET):

where Di = 1 if individual i was accommodated (treated) and Di = 0 otherwise, NT is the 

number of treated individuals and NC the number of control individuals, and Yi is the 

outcome of interest (e.g., working after onset). This estimator has been shown to be a 

consistent estimator of ATET (Dehejia and Wahba, 1999; DiNardi, Fortin and Lemieux, 

1996). Finally, we consider the robustness of our ATET estimate to use of other propensity 

score methods such as radius, nearest neighbor and block matching (Imbens, 2015).

To assess the degree of overlap in the accommodation propensity score between those who 

are and are not accommodated, Figure 1 shows the distribution of propensity scores 

estimated from the regression reported in column 2 of Table 4, by accommodation status. 

Reassuringly, the distributions overlap substantially indicating good covariate balance. 

Finally, Table A4 illustrates the balance between accommodated and non-accommodated 

respondents for selected characteristics, unweighted and reweighted using the propensity 

scores. As expected the reweighting reduces the difference between the treated and control 

groups.
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4.2 Results

Table 7 presents estimates of the effects of employer accommodation on various labor 

supply outcomes using both OLS and propensity score reweighting. In all cases the two 

methods yield similar estimates, suggesting that a model specification with a simple dummy 

variable for treatment is adequate in this setting. We find that employer accommodation 

increases the probability that an individual is working in the wave immediately after onset 

by more than 17 percentage points—a 40 percent increase over the baseline labor force 

participation rate of 45 percent. This difference reduces to a statistically insignificant 5–6 

percentage points (12 percent) two years later, up to four years after disability onset, 

suggesting that employer accommodation may only temporarily stave off labor force exit. 

Similarly, we do not find a significant effect of employer accommodation on disability 

insurance application or receipt within four years of disability onset.

Finally, in Table 8 we explore the sensitivity of our estimates to differences in specification, 

sample and estimation technique. Each row presents the estimated effect(s) of employer 

accommodation on the probability of working in the first wave following disability onset, 

defined as the first wave the respondent reports that his health limits his ability to work in 

some way. The first row reproduces the OLS estimate of the effect of any accommodation on 

work using the main sample of newly disabled workers who had been working at least two 

years when they first reported a work disability between 1994 and 2010. First, we examine 

how type of accommodation affects labor supply by including additional indicator variables 

for one of four dimensions of accommodation: time, work change, equipment/assistance or 

“other” (row 2; see Section 2 for definitions of these groups). For the most part, the type of 

accommodation does not have a strong impact on continuing to work beyond the provision 

of any accommodation, with the exception of work change accommodations which include 

changing the job to something the employee can do and helping the employee learn new 

skills. Employees who receive a work change accommodation are 28 percentage points (63 

percent) more likely to work in the wave immediately following onset than employees who 

receive no accommodation at all, suggesting this is a particularly effective form of 

accommodation.

The next three rows (3–5) explore the sensitivity of the estimate to different sample 

restrictions. Recall that, prior to 1998, the HRS did not ask newly disabled respondents 

about their employment if they reported that their disability first began to bother them earlier 

than the previous wave. Row 3 restricts the sample to onsets first reported in the 1998 wave, 

which included full employment information for all respondents, even those reporting long 

standing health problems as the cause of their new disability. Because the sample is 

comprised of more individuals with long standing health problems, it is not surprising that 

the estimated effect of employer accommodation is somewhat smaller, 14.5 percentage 

points compared with 17.2 for the main sample. Similarly, row 4 includes onsets first 

reported in all years 1994–2010 but excludes those who report the impairment first began to 

bother them more than two years ago. In this case, the estimated effect of employer 

accommodation is somewhat higher, 20.7 percentage points, but still statistically similar to 

the main estimate. Row 5 presents a specification in which we drop individuals who are 62 

or older at onset. The coefficient is virtually unchanged, suggesting our baseline estimate is 
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not overly affected by people who are about to become eligible for early Social Security 

retirement benefits.

The next three rows explore sensitivity to controls for union membership, pension coverage 

(DB or DC), and health insurance coverage (all measured pre-onset). The effect of 

accommodation on post-onset employment is slightly smaller when we control for 

unionization (consistent with the notion that unions act as institutional advocates for newly 

disabled employees), but statistically unchanged. Similarly, controlling for DB and DC 

pension coverage, as well as employer-sponsored health insurance do not change the 

baseline estimate.

The last four rows explore sensitivity to different propensity score methods. Row 5 reports 

the results of a control function estimator which includes a polynomial function of the 

propensity score as a control variable proxying for potential selection bias (Heckman and 

Navarro-Lozano, 2004). The estimate of the control function itself is statistically 

insignificant (not shown) and the estimated effect of employer accommodation on work is 

well within the 95 percent confidence interval of the baseline estimate. The next three rows 

explore different propensity score matching techniques: radius matching, nearest neighbor 

matching and block matching (Imbens, 2015). To implement these techniques we first trim 

the propensity scores by throwing out the extreme values so that only propensity scores 

between 0.1 and 0.9 are used (Crump, Hotz, Imbens and Mitnik, 2008). After removing the 

outliers, we re-estimate the propensity scores and match with replacement using the re-

estimated propensity scores. Radius and block matching produce similar results to our 

baseline estimates while nearest neighbor matching produces a slightly lower estimate of 

14.6 percentage points (but still statistically indistinguishable from our main estimate). 

Taken together, these results suggest that our estimates are quite robust to different sample 

definitions and estimation methods.

5. Conclusion

In this paper we use data on newly disabled workers from the Health and Retirement Study 

to provide new evidence on what factors determine accommodation of newly disabled 

workers, as well as the short- and long-term effects of employer accommodation on 

employment and SSDI claiming behavior. We find that employee characteristics—most 

notably personality traits—largely determine which workers are accommodated following 

disability onset, suggesting that employees rather than employers bear the burden of 

communicating and asserting their needs. Workers who are accommodated by their 

employers are 40 percent more likely to work in the survey wave immediately following 

disability onset. However, this difference drops to a statistically insignificant 5 percent by 

the next survey wave (two years later), and we find no evidence that employer 

accommodation affects SSDI claiming behavior.

Our findings suggest that policies targeting the disclosure environment for disabled workers 

may be more effective in increasing accommodation rates than policies that target the 

employer side of the accommodation equation alone. For example, federal contractors are 

now required to demonstrate that seven percent or more of their workforce has a disability. 
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Such a policy incentivizes employers to ask all employees if they have a disability, 

eliminating the need for employees to self-advocate and perhaps risk future discrimination in 

order to get help with work difficulties. Moreover, having a disability could come to be 

viewed as an asset in such organizations. If accommodation rates can be increased, many 

more workers would remain in the labor force, at least temporarily, but encouraging 

employer accommodation of disabilities is unlikely to affect the growing number of SSDI 

beneficiaries.

Appendix

Table A1

Types of Accommodation

Accommodation type %

Time:

 Allow more breaks or rest periods 37.3

 Allow arrival or departure change 37.2

 Shorten work day 27.9

Equipment/Assistance:

 Get someone to help you 36.6

 Get special equipment for job 15.1

 Arrange special transportation 4.3

Work change:

 Change the job to something they could do 33.2

 Help learn new skills 12.2

Other (please specify) 21.9

Note: The sample is HRS respondents who experience a new disability onset, are under age 65 and are employed. 
Accommodation types are are not mutually exclusive categories.

Table A3

Unconfoundedness Test

Lagged outcome Accomm. Not Accomm. Diff. p-value N

Working two waves prior to onset 95.9% 93.3% 2.6% 0.199 721

Working three waves prior to onset 92.8% 93.0% −0.2% 0.937 525

Note: Sample is 972 respondents working in wave prior to onset and corresponds to Table 1, row 11.

Table A4

Covariate balance, unweighted and weighted by probit p-scores

Unweighted Weighted (probit p-scores)

Variable Difference S.E. t-stat Difference S.E. t-stat

Age 0.03 0.27 0.12 0.13 0.29 0.45

Education (in years) 0.77 0.22 3.56 0.18 0.19 0.91

Female −0.04 0.04 −1.04 0.01 0.04 0.16
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Unweighted Weighted (probit p-scores)

Variable Difference S.E. t-stat Difference S.E. t-stat

Black −0.05 0.03 −1.81 0.00 0.03 −0.02

Job tenure 0.70 0.81 0.86 0.04 0.85 0.05

Earnings at onset 2669 2186 1.22 −698 2409 −0.29

Note: Sample is 972 respondents working in wave prior to onset and corresponds to Table 1, row 11.
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Highlights

• Only a quarter of newly disabled older workers are accommodated by 

their employers.

• Personality traits of employees are highly predictive of 

accommodation.

• Accommodated disabled workers are 40 percent more likely to delay 

labor force exit.
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Figure 1. 
Distribution of Propensity Score by Accommodation Status
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Table 1

Sample Size and Restrictions

Sample No. obs. % of previous

1. HRS respondents entering panel without work disability 15,906

2. New disability onsets, age<65 3,144 20%

3. Employment at onset non-missing* 2,279 72%

4. Employed at onset 1,674 73%

 Excluded responses to accommodation question

5. Self-employed 1,640 98%

6. Left immediately 1,558 95%

7. No help needed** 1,453 93%

8. DK/RF/missing 1,276 88%

9. Observed in wave prior to onset 1,175 92%

10. Key covariates non-missing 1,164 99%

11. Working in wave prior to onset 972 84%

Notes:

*
Before 1998 this question was not asked if reported onset occurred prior to last interview. See text for details.

**
Response added in 1998.
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Table 3

Healthy Respondents’ Perceived Probability of Becoming Disabled in Next 10 Years, by Employer 

Characteristic

Employer characteristic Yes No Unadjusted difference Adjusted difference

Offers long term disability insurance 34.7
(25.7)

37.4
(26.7)

−2.7*** −0.9

Accommodates older workers 35.1
(25.7)

36.1
(26.7)

−1.0 1.3

Allows reduced hours 36.1
(26.8)

36.0
(26.4)

0.1 1.1

***
p<0.01,

**
p<0.05,

*
p<0.1

Note: Adjusted differences are the differences controlling for age, gender, race, education, marital status, functional limitations, and household 
assets. Employer characteristic measured in first wave of employment by given employer.
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Table 7

Effect of Employer Accommodation on Labor Supply and Program Participation

Dependent Variable OLS RW(p) N

Working in immediate post-onset wave 0.171***
(.033)

0.173***
(.036)

972

Working two waves after onset 0.045
(.037)

0.054
(.044)

795

Applied for disability insurance w/in 4 years −0.037
(.035)

−0.048
(.040)

812

Received disability insurance w/in 4 years 0.017
(.032)

0.010
(.035)

808

***
p<0.01,

**
p<0.05,

*
p<0.1

Notes: The sample is individuals under age 65, with no reported waves of disability who experience a disability onset in the current wave and are 
employed. In column 1, the table reports the marginal effects of a linear probit model where the dependent variable is as indicated. Column 2 
reports the marginal effects of linear probit model reweighted by propensity score as described in the text. Standard errors are in parentheses. The 
covariates are: work tenure, if disability was caused by work, age, earnings, average hours worked, functional limitation index, gender, marital 
status, education, race, BMI, smoking status, diabetes status, high blood pressure indicator, indicator if employer offers long term DI insurance, 
indicator if respondent believes employer would accommodate older workers, indicator if respondent believes employer would allow reduced 
hours, indicator if job is stressful, indicator if job is physically intensive, indicator for back problems, indicator for psychological problems, CESD 
score, wealth decile, number employees at firm, year fixed effects, condition fixed effects, industry fixed effects, occupational fixed effects.
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