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Chart 8. 
Social Security disability awards, 1980–2008

The total number of awards decreased from 1980 through 1982, started to rise in 1983, and began to increase 
more rapidly in 1990. Awards for disabled-worker benefits have been most pronounced and drive the overall pat-
tern shown in the total line. They increased from a low of 297,131 in 1982 to 636,637 in 1992, were relatively flat 
from 1992 through 2000, and started to increase again in 2001. There were 877,226 worker awards in 2008. Other 
awards have risen at a much slower rate. Awards to disabled adult children have gradually increased from 33,470 
in 1980 to 79,694 in 2008. Awards to disabled widow(er)s have risen from just over 16,000 in 1980 to 
30,605 in 2008.
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Chart 9. 
Average monthly benefit awards, by sex, 2008

The average monthly benefit awarded to disabled workers is higher than that awarded to disabled widow(er)s or 
disabled adult children. The reason for the difference is that disabled workers receive 100 percent of the primary 
insurance amount, compared with 71.5 percent for disabled widow(er)s and 50 percent for disabled adult children 
(if the worker is disabled or retired) or 75 percent (if the worker is deceased).

Because men have traditionally had higher earnings than women, their monthly benefit is higher. This is most 
obvious in the disabled-worker group. Benefits for disabled widow(er)s and disabled adult children are dependents' 
benefits, so their monthly benefit is a function of the worker's earnings. Therefore, a disabled widow's average 
benefit tends to be higher than that of a disabled widower because a male worker's earnings are higher than a 
female worker's. Benefit amounts are about the same for men and women in the disabled adult children group.
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Chart 10. 
Disabled-worker awards, by selected diagnostic group, 2008

In 2008, 877,226 disabled workers were awarded benefits. Among those awardees, the most common impairment 
was diseases of the musculoskeletal system and connective tissue (30.0 percent), followed by mental disorders 
(22.8 percent), circulatory problems (10.5 percent), neoplasms (9.6 percent), and diseases of the nervous system 
and sense organs (8.1 percent). The remaining 18.9 percent of awardees had other impairments.
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