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Executive Statement/Summary 

Employment is a critical component to ensuring equal opportunities for individuals with 
disabilities and allowing them to live independently and as active participatory members of 
Nebraska communities. Data reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics demonstrates that people 
with disabilities are employed at significantly lower rates than people without disabilities.  

Many individuals with disabilities face major obstacles when looking for employment, such as 
qualifying for health insurance and challenging the stereotype of inability that society places on 
them. Most of these obstacles are due to the lack of knowledge about the benefits of hiring 
people with disabilities and to governmental policies that are disincentives for people with 
disabilities to enter, return, or advance their careers within the workforce. Member organizations 
of NCCD recognize these struggles and work to educate decision makers and help individuals 
with disabilities achieve their goals of obtaining competitive employment.  

Introduction 

If you consider the facts, people with disabilities are among some of the top innovators in the 
U.S. (including CEOs of Ford Motor Company, Apple, and Xerox) and over 600,000 scientists 
and engineers. As of 2011, approximately 11 percent of the civilian federal government 
employees had disabilities0F

1.  Governor Jack Markell (DE), former Chairman of the National 
Governor’s Association, spearheaded a study to look at how to increase employment 
opportunities for individuals with disabilities, which would improve the U.S. economy at the 
same time. His study outlined many of the obstacles that people with disabilities face, as well as, 
specific steps states and employers could take to encourage and increase parity in employment. 
This document highlights some of the most glaring obstacles and provides some solutions to 
address the problem. 

Statistics 

The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics reports1F

2 that nationally: 

• Unemployment rates were higher for persons with a disability than for those with 
no disability among all educational attainment groups. People with disabilities had an 
unemployment rate of 10.8 percent in 2014 increasing to 12.1 percent in 2015. 
Corresponding rates for people without disabilities were 5.3 percent and 4.5 percent for 
those years, respectively. 

• The participation rate (the number of people who are either employed or are actively 
looking for work) for people with disabilities was 19.7 percent in 2014 and dipped to 
19.2 percent in 2015. Corresponding rates for people without disabilities were 68.7 
percent and 68.3 percent, respectively.  

• For all age groups, the employment-population ratio was much lower for persons 
with a disability than for those with no disability. Only 17.6 percent of people with 
disabilities were working in 2014; in 2015 this percentage dropped to 16.8 percent. For 
people without disabilities, these ratios were 65 percent in 2014 and 65.2 percent in 2015. 

• Almost 24 million people with disabilities were not participating in the labor force in 
2014 and 2015.  

                                                           
1 A Better Bottom Line: Employing People with Disabilities, 2013 
2 Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015, “Economic News Release”, Table A-6, available at 
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t06.htm  

http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t06.htm
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Underemployment 

In addition to participating in the workforce at a much lower rate than persons without 
disabilities, people with disabilities are more often underemployed than people without 
disabilities. For example, when people with disabilities are employed, they are far more likely 
than their peers without disabilities to be employed part-time. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
goes on to report2 F

3: 

• In 2014, 33 percent of workers with a disability were employed part-time; 18 percent for 
those without a disability. A slightly larger proportion of workers with a disability 
worked part time for economic reasons (7 percent) than those without a disability (5 
percent). These individuals were working part time because their hours had been cut back 
or because they were unable to find a full-time job. 

• Workers with disabilities were more likely than workers without disabilities to work in 
production, transportation, and material moving occupations (15 percent compared with 
12 percent).  

• People with disabilities were also less likely to work in management, professional, and 
related occupations than people without a disability (31 percent compared with 39 
percent). 

The Annual Disability Statistics Compendium reports that people with disabilities have overall 
lower earnings than their counterparts without disabilities: “In 2013, for the individuals with 
disabilities ages 16 years and over living in the community that had earnings from work, median 
earnings were $20,785. In contrast, among individuals without disabilities ages 16 years and over 
living in the community that had earnings from work, median earnings were $30,728-- a gap of 
$9,943.”3F

4 In Nebraska, the Compendium reports that earnings for people with disabilities median 
earnings were $18,368 and $29,543 for those without disabilities—a gap of $11, 1754F5. 

Health Insurance 

A logical concern for employers is finding skilled workers; however, people with disabilities are 
often disregarded.  Likewise, a common concern for people with disabilities is finding 
competitive employment while retaining their Medicaid insurance. People with disabilities who 
need medical care typically have higher medical costs as a result of their disability and therefore, 
need to maintain insurance coverage. A person with a disability will most likely be forced to 
choose unemployment with Medicaid insurance over employment without insurance or 
affordable/adequate insurance.   

Medicaid is typically the preferred insurance option for people with disabilities because it 
provides affordable access to benefits often absent from traditional, employer-sponsored health 
plans (for example, personal care assistance and durable medical equipment).  

                                                           
3 Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015, “Persons With A Disability: Labor Force Characteristics – 2014”, available at 
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/disabl.nr0.htm  
4 Annual Disability Statistics Compendium, 2014, available at 
https://web.archive.org/web/20150915125718/http://disabilitycompendium.org/compendium-statistics/earnings  
5 Annual Disability Statistics Compendium, 2014, “Table 5.1: Earnings—Median Earnings of Civilians 16 Years 
and Over in the Past 12 Months for the United States and States, by Disability Status (in 2012 inflation-adjusted 
dollars): 2012”, available at 
https://web.archive.org/web/20141009205606/http://disabilitycompendium.org/compendium-statistics/earnings/5-1-
median-earnings-of-civilians-16-years-and-over-in-the-past-12-months-for-the-u-s-   

http://www.bls.gov/news.release/disabl.nr0.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20150915125718/http:/disabilitycompendium.org/compendium-statistics/earnings
https://web.archive.org/web/20141009205606/http:/disabilitycompendium.org/compendium-statistics/earnings/5-1-median-earnings-of-civilians-16-years-and-over-in-the-past-12-months-for-the-u-s-
https://web.archive.org/web/20141009205606/http:/disabilitycompendium.org/compendium-statistics/earnings/5-1-median-earnings-of-civilians-16-years-and-over-in-the-past-12-months-for-the-u-s-
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Given the income limits of the Medicaid program, people with disabilities who want to work are 
put in a draconian catch-22: Upon entering or re-entering the labor market, individuals with 
disabilities are at risk of losing access to the Medicaid benefits upon which they rely due to 
increased income. People with disabilities continue to refuse raises, limit their working hours, 
and negotiate down starting salaries so that they remain under the income ceiling for Medicaid 
eligibility. For many people with disabilities working and making a living means risking their 
access to health care, a strong and clear disincentive to seek or retain employment. 

Veterans with Disabilities 

Many veterans experience some form of disability as a result of their service. In fact, roughly 43 
percent of veterans enrolled in the VA healthcare system receive disability compensation.5F

6 
Finding employment and transitioning back into civilian life can be difficult for any veteran; 
however, it may be compounded by the additional challenges that veterans with disabilities face 
when trying to find employment.  

Prudential Financial, Inc. surveyed over 2,000 veterans and found one in five to be unemployed 
and 39 percent of them to be disabled or focusing on rehabilitation. 60 percent of the surveyed 
veterans say that translating their military service into skills of interest to civilian employers is a 
major barrier to finding employment. About 24 percent believe that employers simply avoid 
hiring veterans because they don’t want to deal with their disabilities or other “baggage”.6F

7  

There are programs to help veterans and people with disabilities combat the challenges of 
transitioning to the civilian workforce; however, responsibility also falls on employers if we 
hope to see a real improvement.  Businesses must be committed to fairly determining one’s 
qualifications – absent of judgment - and take a chance on a veteran with a disability just the 
same as they would an individual without a disability.  

Solutions 

A successful program that is currently assisting veterans with disabilities in finding employment 
is Paralyzed Veterans of America’s Operation PAVE: Paving Access for Veterans Employment. 
Operation PAVE assists veterans in finding employment, training opportunities, and/or education 
programs to help pave their way toward successful and enjoyable employment. As of 2007, over 
1,200 veterans have been served through the program and “130 hard-to-place clients” entered 
employment with an average salary of $49,000.7F

8  

If state and local governments, along with the federal government, would embrace this idea and 
realize the value that people with disabilities bring to employers, customers, and society as a 
whole, the U.S. would be much closer to achieving equality by maximizing upon the talents of 
all of its citizens. 

Currently, there are a number of innovative programs being initiated to help decrease reliance on 
public disability programs. One of these is the CareerACCESS Program, which is a program for 
youth with disabilities under the age of 30 to decrease the need for cash benefits and health 
benefits.  

                                                           
6US Department of Veterans Affairs, National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, October 2013, 
http://www1.va.gov/VETDATA/docs/Quickfacts/Homepage_slideshow_09_30_13.pdf  
7 “Veterans’ Employment Challenges,” Prudential Financial Inc., 2012, 
http://www.prudential.com/documents/public/VeteransEmploymentChallenges.pdf    
8 “Golf Open Raises Funds for Veterans’ Career Program,” http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/golf-open-
raises-funds-for-veterans-career-program-156959335.html, (June 4, 2012) 

http://www1.va.gov/VETDATA/docs/Quickfacts/Homepage_slideshow_09_30_13.pdf
http://www.prudential.com/documents/public/VeteransEmploymentChallenges.pdf
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This is only a pilot program currently but the basic premise is without all the restrictions imposed 
by disability programs, the unemployment/underemployment rate of youth with disabilities 
would be decreased. 

Another program to note was started by the federal government because of the low 
unemployment rate for people with disabilities. They undertook actions to be a model employer 
of people with disabilities through recruitment, hiring and retention. In addition, the Department 
of Labor Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs updated regulations under Section 
503 of the Rehabilitation Act requiring seven percent of all federal contractor employees to be 
people with disabilities.8F

9  

The idea of being a model employer is starting to expand to various states like Massachusetts and 
New York. The National Governor’s Association has recognized the impact as well, encouraging 
states to be role models and lead by example. 

In December 2014, the Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) Act was signed into law, 
which allows individuals who have a disability that occurred prior to age 26 to open a tax-
exempt savings account to save for disability-related expenses without affecting their eligibility 
for resource-based benefits. Nebraska launched its program, ENABLE Savings Plan, in June 
2016 and is currently one of only four states that have created a program under the ABLE Act. 
Individuals who qualify can contribute and/or receive contributions up to $14,000 per year.  

This program is a major step forward in helping individuals with disabilities save money without 
jeopardizing their health benefits and allowing them to maintain their employment.  

Government’s Role 

The government’s role in employing persons with disabilities is essential in leading the way for 
all citizens to experience equal opportunities in achieving independent and productive lives. 
While serving as Chairman of the National Governors Association, Governor Markell of 
Delaware spearheaded a yearlong study with a goal to advance employment opportunities for 
individuals with significant disabilities by educating employers about the benefits of hiring 
people with disabilities, accommodating them in the workplace, and supporting state 
governments in building partnerships to promote hiring and retaining individuals with disabilities 
in integrated employment.9F

10  

Through this initiative, the recurring recommendation was the fundamental importance of 
leadership. States can take the lead by incorporating disability employment in their workforce 
development strategy, searching for and supporting the efforts of businesses who employ people 
with disabilities, setting the example by increasing the number of people with disabilities 
working in state government, preparing youth with disabilities for careers that use their full 
potential, and making the best use of limited resources to advance employment opportunities for 
people with disabilities.   

Authorized under one of two federal laws (the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 or Ticket to Work 
and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999) states can lead improvements for people with 
disabilities who enter or re-enter the workforce by creating/improving “Medicaid Buy-in” 
programs which allow persons with disabilities to “purchase” health insurance through Medicaid 
by paying a sliding–scale monthly premium.  

                                                           
9 Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs, http://www.dol.gov/ofccp/regs/compliance/section503.htm 
10 A Better Bottom Line: Employing People with Disabilities, 2013 
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This arrangement ensures that people with disabilities can maintain their Medicaid coverage 
while working and earning more than is generally allowed under existing stringent state 
Medicaid eligibility limits.  

Forty-two states and the District of Columbia operate “Medicaid Buy-in” programs, what is 
referred to as the “Medicaid Insurance for Workers with Disabilities” program in Nebraska. The 
number of people with disabilities enrolled in Nebraska’s buy-in program is woefully 
inadequate. As of December 3, 2012, there were 71 people participating in the program which 
stands in stark contrast to surrounding states: 

• Iowa: approximately 13,000 enrollees (Nov. 10, 2009)10F

11 

• Kansas: 1,183 enrollees (Dec. 2010) 
11F

12  

• Minnesota: over 7,000 enrollees (Sept. 2008)12F

13  

Results from a national study on Medicaid Buy-in programs13F

14 indicate that participants earn 
more money, work more hours, contribute more in taxes, and rely less on other public assistance 
programs than people with disabilities who are not enrolled. Additionally, this study shows that 
Medicaid Buy-in participants experience improved health outcomes and benefits state budgets 
through increased payroll and sales taxes, increased purchasing power of participants who are 
working, and the premiums charged to program participants. 

Impact of Voting 

Rutgers University has been compiling data on voter turnout among those in the disability 
community for a number of years. Prior to the 2012 elections they decided that they wanted to 
know if there was any relationship between voting and employment. The results showed that 
while there was only a 3 percent difference between people with disabilities and people without 
disabilities in voting, employment was an equalizer. They determined if a person with a 
disability was employed they were just as likely to vote as a person without a disability who was 
employed. This suggested that employment brought people with disabilities into mainstream 
political life.14F

15  

Conclusion 

Employment is a fundamental component of achieving the American Dream and should be 
equally accessible to any U.S. citizen whether they have a disability or not. The Americans with 
Disabilities Act has provided significant improvements in creating a more equal society for 
individuals with disabilities, but there is still much work to be done. These issues are some of the 
major obstacles that people with disabilities face on a daily basis. We have outlined some simple 
steps that can be taken to start closing the gap-- however, it must start with state leadership.  

 

                                                           
11 Matthew Haubrich NASMD Fall Conference  http://mig-rats.org/uploads/MatthewHaubrch.pdf 
12 Working Health Chartbook 2011, http://www.kdheks.gov/hcf/workinghealthy/download/chartbook.pdf 
13 MaryAlice Mowry, Director, Pathways to Employment http://mig-rats.org/uploads/MaryAliceMowry.pdf 
14 Gavin, B & McCoy-Roth, M., Gidugu, V. (2011).  “Review of studies regarding the Medicaid Buy-In Program”, 
Boston: Boston University, Sargent College, Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation. 
http://www.bu.edu/drrk/research-syntheses/psychiatric-disabilities/medicaid-buy-in/ 
15 Kruse, Douglas, Schur, Lisa and Meera, Adya, Disability, Voter Turnout and Voting Difficulties in the 2012  
Elections  

http://mig-rats.org/uploads/MatthewHaubrch.pdf
http://www.kdheks.gov/hcf/workinghealthy/download/chartbook.pdf
http://mig-rats.org/uploads/MaryAliceMowry.pdf
http://www.bu.edu/drrk/research-syntheses/psychiatric-disabilities/medicaid-buy-in/

