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Abstract

Some federal disability beneficiaries who work—particularly those who work above the
substantial gainful activity (SGA) level set by the Social Security Administration (SSA)—
might have their benefits suspended retroactively and, as a result, receive cash benefits
that they are not owed. This is referred to as an overpayment. In this brief, we examine the
prevalence of overpayments among recently employed beneficiaries, whether those who
experience overpayments change their work activity in response, and whether awareness
of key work incentive provisions in disability programs is associated with the likelihood

of experiencing an overpayment. We found that overpayments are uncommon among

all recently employed beneficiaries, and relatively few who experienced them say they
changed their work activity in response. Awareness of key earnings-related provisions
was not associated with the likelihood of experiencing an overpayment. However, among
the group most at risk of an overpayment—those experiencing a benefit suspension—
anticipation of the suspension was associated with a reduced risk of overpayment.

Background

SSI and DI program rules on earnings

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social
Security Disability Insurance (DI) offer income support
to adults who cannot work because of a significant
health condition. To qualify for either program, an
applicant must demonstrate an inability to engage

in substantial work due to a medically determinable
impairment expected to last at least 12 months or
result in death. SSA defines substantial work (referred
to as SGA) for most individuals as monthly earnings of
more than $1,310 (in 2021).

Although initial eligibility for DI and SSI is
contingent on limited earnings and the same
medical criteria, the programs differ in how they
use earnings to determine monthly cash payments
and ongoing eligibility.
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Under DI, individuals can work and earn at any
level for nine months without losing eligibility for
DI cash benefits. This nine-month period is referred
to as the trial work period. If individuals earn more
than the SGA level in any month after completing
the trial work period, they enter a 36-month
extended period of eligibility and become ineligible
for any DI cash benefits. They may then resume

them in any month during the extended period

that beneficiaries do not earn above SGA. After the
extended period of eligibility, SSA terminates DI
cash benefits if the individual is working above SGA.

In the SSI program, monthly payments decline by
$1 for every $2 of earnings after $65 of earnings and
a $20 per month general income exclusion; thus,
SSI payments can decline with very low levels of
earnings, but only gradually as earnings rise.
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SSI program provisions allow participants to earn
above the SGA level and remain eligible for SSI
(Section 1619[a]) and Medicaid (Section 1619[b])
benefits even after SSA suspends SSI payments
because of earnings.

In addition, DI and SSI have other provisions to
help beneficiaries return to work. Most allow
beneficiaries to remain eligible for Medicare or
Medicaid and keep more of their cash benefits
while working or preparing for work, but others
provide resources to help beneficiaries improve
their ability to work.

Employment and overpayments

Many SSI and DI beneficiaries work after entering
the disability programs. About 22 percent of
beneficiaries worked at some point during the first
five years after entering the programs (SSA 2020),
with those ages 18 to 29 being the most likely to
have worked (41 percent). Despite employment
being common, few SSI and DI beneficiaries work
enough to leave the disability rolls; only about 5
percent had their benefits suspended for work, and
even fewer had their benefits terminated for work
during their first 15 years of participating in the
programs (SSA 2020).

Among those whose benefits are suspended
because of earnings, overpayments are common.
One study estimated that about 70 percent of DI
beneficiaries experiencing benefit suspension
during a two-year period also experienced at

least one month in which benefits were overpaid
(Hoffman et al. 2019). On average, these work-
related overpayments lasted more than nine
months, and the median overpayment was more
than $9,000. Thus, overpayments are common and
sizable among beneficiaries who work at levels that
result in suspension of their DI benefits.

Among beneficiaries experiencing benefit
suspension, overpayment rates were highest
among those who were Black, had less than a high
school education, and had low monthly benefits
(Hoffman et al. 2019).
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Methods

This analysis used data from the 2017 National
Beneficiary Survey (NBS), which includes a large
sample of SSI and DI beneficiaries who recently
worked above the SGA level. The oversample

of SGA earners is nationally representative of
beneficiaries on the rolls in June 2016 who earned
above SGA for three or more consecutive months
during the six-month period before they were
interviewed in 2017. This brief examines the
overpayment experiences of a representative
sample of recently employed SSI and DI
beneficiaries who were on the disability rolls in
June 2016. Respondents self-report information on
overpayments. Recently employed beneficiaries
(Who were employed at interview, worked in past
six months, or worked in the calendar year before
the interview) were asked whether they had been
asked to repay SSA because they were overpaid.
For most analyses, restricting the sample to those
who were recently employed resulted in a study
sample of 5,372 individuals representing 1.9 million
beneficiaries. We analyzed beneficiaries who were
eligible for SSI and DI separately because the
work-related provisions differ between the DI and
SSI programs. Both sets of outcomes include those
who were concurrently eligible for SSI and DI. We
computed all statistics using the NBS weights
and the adjusted standard errors used in tests

of statistical significance to account for the NBS
sample design. 4

..................................................

Knowledge of work incentives and
responses to overpayments

Little is known about the extent to which
beneficiaries who experience overpayments are
knowledgeable about the relevant SSA work
incentive provisions and how they respond after
being notified of an overpayment. Qualitative
studies of DI beneficiaries who received
overpayments found that some were unaware of
their responsibility to report earnings to SSA, the
cutoff at the SGA level for earnings after the trial
work period, and other provisions that could lessen
the impact of overpayments, such as impairment-
related work expenses (Kregel 2018; O'Day et al. 2016).
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Some working beneficiaries choose to keep
earnings below an amount that would trigger
benefit suspension to avoid overpayments and
needing to repay large sums. Beneficiaries report
that overpayments are a source of frustration,
fear, and anger (Gubits et al. 2013). However, there
is limited evidence on the employment responses
of beneficiaries after receiving overpayments.
One study found that work at the SGA level
declined in the months following an overpayment
notification (Hoffman et al. 2020). Another found
that about half of a sample of DI beneficiaries
who experienced overpayments and subsequently
sought benefits counseling immediately stopped
working upon receiving the overpayment notice
(Kregel 2018). Other qualitative studies found that
some DI beneficiaries maintained or increased
work after experiencing an overpayment (O'Day et
al. 2016; Hoffman et al. 2017).

Findings

How common were earnings-related
overpayments among recently employed
beneficiaries?

About 16 percent of recently employed
beneficiaries, representing slightly more than
300,000 beneficiaries nationwide, reported that
they had been asked to repay SSA because they
were overpaid.

This percentage is higher among DI beneficiaries
(24 percent) than among SSI recipients (14 percent)
(Figure 1). Because just 15 percent of beneficiaries
were recently employed, the percentage

who experienced an overpayment among all
beneficiaries was small—2.4 percent.
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Figure 1. Overpayment rates by program,
overall and among recently employed
beneficiaries (percentage)?
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Source: 2017 National Beneficiary Survey, weighted data.

2 Recent employment = employed at interview, worked
in past six months, or worked in the calendar year
before interview (2016).

Do beneficiaries who experience overpay-
ments report changing their employment
in response?

Most beneficiaries said they did not change their
employment effort in response to an earnings-related
overpayment (Figure 2). About 24 percent of DI
beneficiaries and 13 percent of SSI recipients who
experienced overpayments reported changing their
employment in response. Most who experienced an
overpayment were employed at the time of interview
(81 percent of DI and 74 percent of SSI beneficiaries,
not shown).
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Figure 2. Employment change in response to
an overpayment among recently employed
beneficiaries experiencing an overpayment
(percentage)?
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Source: 2017 National Beneficiary Survey, weighted data.

aRecent employment = employed at interview, worked in
past six months, or worked in the calendar year before
interview (2016)

Is knowledge of SSA work incentives
correlated with overpayment rates and
employment responses to overpayments?

Beneficiaries who are aware of how SSA uses
earnings to calculate benefits might be more likely
to report their earnings to SSA as they accrue,

to avoid overpayments. Among those who are
overpaid, lack of awareness of the provisions might
prompt changes to employment in response to the
overpayment for fear of unexpectedly experiencing
benefit loss.

To test whether awareness of the provisions
related to retention of cash benefits was
associated with the likelihood of experiencing
an overpayment and a change in work effort

after an overpayment, we estimated regression
models predicting those outcomes. The models
included variables representing awareness of (1)
the DI SGA rule and (2) the SSI earned income
exclusion.*? After controlling for other personal
characteristics, awareness of these provisions
was not associated with the likelihood of
experiencing an overpayment among all recently
employed beneficiaries. There also was no
association between awareness of these provisions
and employment changes in response to an
overpayment.

Among those who experienced a benefit
suspension—the group most at risk of an
overpayment—anticipating the suspension was
associated with experiencing an overpayment as
well as with resuming benefits after a suspension.
Among DI beneficiaries, anticipating the
suspension was associated with a 12-percentage
point lower likelihood of experiencing an earnings-
related overpayment but was not associated

with resuming benefits after controlling for other
characteristics. Among SSI recipients, the opposite
was true; anticipating a suspension was associated
with an 11-percentage point lower likelihood of
benefit resumption but was not associated with

the likelihood of experiencing an overpayment.

In other analyses (Shenk and Livermore 2021),

we show that awareness of key earnings-related
provision is associated with a greater likelihood of
reporting earnings to SSA and anticipating a benefit
suspension among those who experience them.
Thus, for a group highly likely to experience an
overpayment, awareness of program provisions
regarding work appears to be associated with the
chances of an overpayment through beneficiaries’
anticipation of a benefit suspension.

! The SGA rule question posed of respondents was as follows: “Most people receiving Social Security disability benefits will lose
their cash benefits if they work and earn more than $1,170 in a month for more than nine months. Is this something {you/NAME}

knew before today?”

2 The earned income exclusion question posed of respondents was as follows: "{Have you/Has NAME} ever heard of the earned

income exclusion or the 1 for 2 earnings exclusion? This is a Social Security incentive where one-half of {your/a beneficiary's

earnings over $85 are not counted when Social Security figures jyour/the} benefit.’
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Discussion

Overpayments occurred for nontrivial shares of
recently employed beneficiaries. Most beneficiaries
who experienced an overpayment reported that
they did not change their employment effort

in response. Awareness of the key provisions

was not associated with either the likelihood of
experiencing an overpayment or with changing
employment in response to an overpayment
among all recently employed beneficiaries.
However, among those who experienced a recent
benefit suspension, awareness was positively
associated with anticipating the suspension,

and anticipating the suspension was negatively
associated with experiencing an overpayment and
with resuming benefits after a suspension.

There also was no association between awareness
of these provisions and employment changes in
response to an overpayment.

Although it is difficult to separate the direction

of the relationships, because the survey data do

not tell us whether beneficiaries became aware

of key provisions before or after they experienced
overpayment, the data provide some evidence of the
role of awareness through the information we have
on beneficiaries' anticipation of a suspension.

The findings suggest that awareness of key provisions
helps beneficiaries anticipate that SSA will suspend
their cash benefits when their earnings reach a certain
level, and anticipation of a suspension along with being
more aware of the program rules is associated with a
greater likelihood of reporting employment to SSA and
a smaller likelihood of experiencing an overpayment.

This brief is one of two research briefs about the
overpayment and benefit suspension experiences
of recently employed SSI and DI beneficiaries.

The companion brief focuses on benefit suspensions.
The information is intended to help SSA and
policymakers better understand the experiences of
working SSI and DI beneficiaries. Complete findings
are available in Shenk and Livermore (2021).

NOVEMBER 2021 > mathematica.org

References

Gubits, Daniel, Michelle Derr, Jillian Berk, Ann Person,
David Stapleton, Denise Hoffman, Stephen Bell, Rachel
Cook, and David Wittenburg. "BOND Implementation and
Evaluation: Stage 2 Early Assessment Report.” Cambridge,
MA: Abt Associates, and Washington, DC: Mathematica
Policy Research, 2013.

Hoffman, Denise, Sarah Croake, David R. Mann, David
Stapleton, Priyanka Anand, Chris Jones, Judy Geyer,
Daniel Gubits, Stephen Bell, Andrew McGuirk, David
Wittenburg, Debra Wright, Amang Sukasih, David
Judkins, and Michael Sinclair. “2016 Stage 1 Interim
Process, Participation, and Impact Report.” Cambridge,
MA: Abt Associates, and Washington, DC: Mathematica
Policy Research, 2017.

Hoffman, Denise, Benjamin Fischer, John T. Jones, Andrew
McGuirk, and Miriam Loewenberg. “Work-Related
Overpayments to Social Security Disability Insurance
Beneficiaries: Prevalence and Descriptive Statistics.”
Social Security Bulletin, vol. 79, no. 2, 2019, pp. 65—83.

Hoffman, Denise, Priyanka Anand, John Jones, and Serge
Lukashanets. "How Do Work-Related Overpayments
Affect the Earnings of Overpaid Social Security
Disability Insurance Beneficiaries?” DRC Working Paper.
Washington, DC: Mathematica, 2020.

Kregel, John. "A Qualitative Study of Employment
Experiences of SSDI Beneficiaries After Receipt of
an Overpayment.” DRC Working Paper No. 2018-06.
Washington, DC: Mathematica Policy Research, 2018.

O'Day, Bonnie, Frank Martin, Hannah Burak, Gina
Freeman, Kathleen Feeney, Grace Lim, Elizabeth Kelley,
and Katie Morrison. "Employment Experiences of Young
Adults and High Earners Who Receive Social Security
Disability Benefits: Findings from Semistructured
Interviews.” Washington, DC: Mathematica Policy
Research, 2016.

Shenk, Marisa, and Gina Livermore. "Work-Related
Overpayment and Benefit Suspension Experiences of
Federal Disability Beneficiaries." Center for Retirement
Research at Boston College Working Paper 2021-14.
Boston, MA, 2021.

Social Security Administration, Office of the Inspector
General. "Incorrect Payments to Disabled Beneficiaries
Who Return to Work.” Washington, DC, 2018. Available at
https:/oig.ssa.gov/audit-reports/2018-05-18-audits-and-

investigations-audit-reports-A-07-17-50131/.

Social Security Administration (SSA). "DI & SSI Program
Participants: Characteristics & Employment, 2015."
Washington, DC: Social Security Administration, 2020.


https://www.mathematica.org/
https://oig.ssa.gov/audit-reports/2018-05-18-audits-and-investigations-audit-reports-A-07-17-50131/
https://oig.ssa.gov/audit-reports/2018-05-18-audits-and-investigations-audit-reports-A-07-17-50131/

Disability Policy Brief

Acknowledgments

The authors are with Mathematica. Marisa Shenk
is an analyst and Gina Livermore is a senior fellow.
The research reported herein was derived in whole
or in part from research activities performed
pursuant to a grant from the U.S. Social Security
Administration (SSA) funded as part of the
Retirement and Disability Research Consortium.
The opinions and conclusions expressed are solely
those of the authors and do not represent the
opinions or policy of SSA, any agency of the federal
government, Mathematica, or Boston College.
Neither the United States Government nor any
agency thereof, nor any of their employees, make
any warranty, express or implied, or assumes any
legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy,
completeness, or usefulness of the contents of

this report. Reference herein to any specific
commercial product, process or service by trade
name, trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise does
not necessarily constitute or imply endorsement,
recommendation or favoring by the United States
Government or any agency thereof.

NOVEMBER 2021 > mathematica.org FOLLOW US > 6 o @

Mathematica, Progress Together, and the “circle M" logo are registered trademarks of Mathematica Inc.


https://www.mathematica.org/
https://www.facebook.com/MathematicaNow/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mathematica-/
https://twitter.com/MathematicaNow
https://www.instagram.com/mathematicanow/

	Work-Related Overpayments Among Disability Beneficiaries
	Abstract
	Background
	SSI and DI program rules on earnings
	Employment and overpayments
	Methods
	Knowledge of work incentives and responses to overpayments

	Findings
	How common were earnings-related overpayments among recently employed beneficiaries?
	Do beneficiaries who experience overpayments report changing their employment in response?
	Is knowledge of SSA work incentives correlated with overpayment rates and employment responses to overpayments?

	Discussion
	References
	Acknowledgments





Accessibility Report





		Filename: 

		Overpayments_brief.pdf









		Report created by: 

		



		Organization: 

		







[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]



Summary



The checker found no problems in this document.





		Needs manual check: 0



		Passed manually: 2



		Failed manually: 0



		Skipped: 0



		Passed: 30



		Failed: 0







Detailed Report





		Document





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set



		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF



		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF



		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order



		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified



		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar



		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents



		Color contrast		Passed manually		Document has appropriate color contrast



		Page Content





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged



		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged



		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order



		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided



		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged



		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker



		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts



		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses



		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive



		Forms





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged



		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description



		Alternate Text





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text



		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read



		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content



		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation



		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text



		Tables





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot



		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR



		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers



		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column



		Summary		Passed		Tables must have a summary



		Lists





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L



		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI



		Headings





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting










Back to Top

