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Summary

OECD countries spend at least twice as much on disability-related 
programmes as they spend on unemployment. Disability benefits 
on average account for more than 10 percent of total social 
spending. In the Netherlands, Norway and Poland they reach as 
much as 20 percent.  

In spite of such high spending, disability rates remain stubbornly 
high. In most countries, people who enter disability-related pro-
grammes remain there until retirement. This is expensive, ineffi-
cient and encourages segregation. Persons with disabilities often 
wish to participate actively in society and are capable of doing so, 
given the opportunity, the necessary training, and support.

The low employment rate of people with disabilities reflects a fail-
ure of government social policies. Societies hide away some disa-
bled individuals on generous benefits. Others isolate them in 
sheltered work programmes. Efforts to help them find work in the 
open labour market are often lacking. The shortcomings affect 
moderately disabled individuals, as well as those with severe 
handicaps, but are particularly true for people over age 50. 

Recent research in 20 countries found none to have a successful 
policy for disabled people. But many employ innovative measures 
which, taken together, point toward a comprehensive policy that 
emphasises economic and social integration. We propose reforms 
to move disability policy closer to the philosophy of successful 
unemployment programmes, based on five key features:

■ recognise the status of disability independent of the work and 
income situation

■ emphasises putting people to work

■ restructure benefit systems

■ introduce a culture of mutual obligations

■ require individuals to make a concerted effort to find a job, if 
they are capable of working  

■ give a more important role to employers. ■
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Why is disability on the rise?

In the general public, disability is often equated 
with severe handicaps, such as visual, hearing and 
mobility problems that require substantial aids and 
workplace adjustments. Severe disabilities, how-
ever, affect only about one third of the working-age 
disabled, and congenital disabilities account for 
only a small minority of cases. The majority of the 
working-age disabled suffer from diseases and 
problems that have arisen while at work. Many dis-
eases are stress-related, muscular, and cardiovas-
cular. Mental and psychological problems are on 
the rise: they are at the origin of up to a third of dis-
ability benefit cases in OECD countries.

Disability rates have been increasing in almost all 
OECD countries and policy efforts to help persons 
with disabilities return to work have hardly been 
successful in any of the countries. But there are still 
large differences in the nature and incidence of dis-
ability across countries. Some examples illustrate 
the range of problems encountered in member 
countries:   

■ In the Netherlands, the proportion of young 
women between the ages of 20 and 35 who 

receive disability benefits is three times higher 
than for their male counterparts. 

■ In Austria persons over 55 years are more fre-
quently on disability benefits than in any other 
country, while rates for Austrians under age 50 
are much lower than elsewhere.

■ In Norway, disability benefit rates are much 
higher but unemployment benefit rates are 
much lower than elsewhere. Norway spends 
more than 5.5 percent of GDP on disability-
related programmes – more than 12 times the 
amount spent on unemployment. 

Why do disability rates vary so much from 
country to country?

Why is there such a large difference in disability 
rates across countries that enjoy similar levels of 
economic and social development? It is difficult to 
imagine why young Dutch women would be in so 
much poorer health than young women in other 
countries, or why older persons in Austria or Nor-
way are so much more likely to become disabled 
than people in other countries. 

The country-by-country comparisons in the study 
suggest that the ways in which disability is defined 
and assessed, and the ways in which benefits are 
awarded, have a strong impact on the numbers of 
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people on benefit rolls. Countries with generous 
benefits, and where many people had access to 
them, tend to have higher disability rates, the study 
found.  

Disability rates also depend on the ease of access 
to other out-of-work programmes. In the United 
States and the United Kingdom, for example, disa-
bility benefits became more heavily used when 
entry to other programmes, such as unemployment 
or  ear ly  ret i rement benef i ts ,  became more 
restricted. 

In many countries, disability awards are highly con-
centrated among people over age 50. This reflects 
the fact that disability becomes more frequent as 
people age. It also shows a tendency in some 
countries to park unemployed workers in disability 
programmes until they reach retirement age. Para-
doxically, in countries such as Switzerland and the 
Netherlands a surprisingly large proportion of those 
receiving benefits are young people.

A key reason government disability outlays remain 
so high is that very few people actually leave bene-
fit programmes. The numbers are virtually nil in all 
countries studied, despite big efforts by some gov-
ernments to rehabilitate and reintegrate persons 
with disabilities. Even in the United States and Aus-

tralia, where substantial monetary incentives are 
offered to those who leave benefit rolls for work, 
few individuals do so. ■

How to get persons with disabilities into 
employment?

Employment rates for persons with disabilities are 
low. Severely disabled people, disabled persons 
over the age of 50 and disabled people with low 
levels of educational attainment are least likely to 
be employed. Most countries offer special employ-
ment programmes for people with disabilities. 
These programmes are important for some groups, 
especially the severely disabled. However, they do 
not have a large-scale impact on overall employ-
ment rates of persons with disabilities.  

In addition, integration programmes strongly dis-
criminate against older disabled persons. Voca-
tional rehabilitation and training are offered almost 
exclusively to people below the age of 45, which 
partly explains why so many older people are found 
in disability benefit programmes. But even special 
employment programmes, such as sheltered work-
shops or subsidised forms of employment, are also 
geared to mostly young and severely disabled per-
sons.
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Overall, vocational rehabilitation and training is 
offered too seldom, and often initiated too late. 
More should be done to involve employers in this 
process. The average per capita cost for vocational 
rehabilitation and training is low compared to the 
average cost of disability benefits. Given that such 
programmes help secure permanent employment, 
the investment should quickly pay for itself. 

Different employment policy approaches seem to 
have similar effects. While legislated approaches to 
employment promotion differ – some are rights-
based, while others are obligations-based, or rely 
on incentives – all approaches tend to benefit peo-
ple already in employment much more than those 
who are out of work. Some countries oblige 
employers to hire a certain percentage of disabled 
persons, however such rules work only if tough 
sanctions are imposed on companies that fail to 
comply.

Finally, there is a close relation between employ-
ment rates of disabled people and those of non-
disabled people. This suggests, first, that general 
labour market forces have a strong impact on the 
employment of people with disabilities and, sec-
ond, that general employment-promoting policies 
also foster the employment of special groups in the 

labour force, such as people with reduced work 
capacity. ■

What are the policy conclusions?

Although no single country in this review has a suc-
cessful overall policy for disabled individuals, 
researchers drew on the experience from specific 
programs in some countries to make the following 
recommendations: 

Recognise the status of disability independent of 
the work and income situation. 

Societies need to change the way they think about 
disability and those affected by it. The term "disa-
bled" should no longer be equated with "unable to 
work". Disability should be recognised as a condi-
tion, but it should be distinct from eligibility for, and 
receipt of, benefits. Likewise, it should not auto-
matically be treated as an obstacle to work. The 
disability status, i.e. the medical condition and the 
resulting work capacity, should be re-assessed at 
regular intervals. The recognised disability status 
should remain unaffected by the type and success 
of intervention, unless a medical review certifies 
changes.
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Some countries have recently moved in the direc-
tion of uncoupling an individual’s disability status 
from his or her ability to receive benefits. Countries 
use different terminology, such as “linking rules” 
(United Kingdom), “let the pension rest” (Denmark) 
or “freezing a disability pension” (Sweden) to refer 
to the possibility of keeping the disability status 
while trying to work. Individuals also retain the 
option to go back on benefits should they lose their 
job, or should work not be acceptable.

Introduce a culture of mutual obligations. Most 
societies readily accept their obligation to make 
efforts to support and integrate disabled persons. 
However, it is less common to expect disabled per-
sons themselves, or employers, to contribute to the 
process. This change of paradigm will require many 
countries to fundamentally rethink and restructure 
the legal and institutional framework of disability 
policy. Moreover, it will only be effective if it is 
accompanied by a change in the attitude of all 
those involved in disability issues. 

Participation in vocational rehabil itation, for 
instance, is compulsory in a number of countries 
(Austria, Denmark, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, 
and in a mitigated form also in Germany and Nor-
way), and disability benefit settlement is conditional 
upon completion of the vocational rehabilitation 
process. In most cases, however, this obligation is 
administered with great flexibility and subjectivity, 

e.g. as to the age or the employment experience of 
the disabled person.

Design individual work/benefit packages.

Merely looking after the financial needs of disabled 
people through cash benefits is insufficient. That 
approach would excludes many individuals from 
the labour market, and sometimes from society 
more generally. Therefore, each disabled person 
should be entitled to a “participation package” 
adapted to individual needs and capacities. This 
package could offer rehabilitation and vocational 
training, job search support, benefits, and the pos-
sibility of different forms of employment (regular, 
part-time, subsidised, or sheltered). It could also in 
some circumstances contain activities that are not 
strictly considered as work, but contribute to the 
social integration of the disabled person.

Some countries, for example Germany and Swe-
den, have tried to ensure access to a wider range 
of disability-related services through legislation that 
entitles disabled persons to certain services. More 
permanent on-the-job support is necessary for 
many disabled persons participating in the regular 
labour market. Support measures, such as individ-
ual job coaches and personal help for work-related 
and social activities, appear to have strong poten-
tial. In Denmark, for example, a personal assistant 
can be hired to assist in occupational tasks. 

Introduce new obligations for disabled people.

Benefit receipt should in principle be conditional on 
participation in employment, vocational rehabilita-
tion and other integration measures. Active partici-
pation should be the counterpart to benefit receipt. 
Just as the assisting caseworker has a responsibil-
ity to help disabled persons find an occupation that 
corresponds to their capacity, the disabled person 
is expected to make an effort to participate in the 
labour market. Failure to do so should result in 
benefit sanctions. Any such sanctions would need 
to be administered with due regard to the basic 
needs of the disabled person and those of depend-
ent family members. Furthermore, sanctions would 
not be justified in any case where an appropriate 
integration strategy had not been devised, or 
proves impossible to formulate, e.g. because of the 
severity of the disability.
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Involve employers in the process. 

Involving employers is crucial to the successful re-
in tegrat ion of  d isab led persons.  D i f fe rent  
approaches exist, ranging from moral suasion and 
anti-discrimination legislation to compulsory 
employment quotas. In Italy, employers were 
recently made responsible for assigning the disa-

bled person equivalent tasks. Swedish employers 
must provide reasonable accommodation of the 
workplace or, if possible, a different job in the com-
pany. In Germany, employers have a general obli-
gation to promote the permanent employment of 
disabled employees, and in France, employers with 
at least 5 000 employees are obliged to offer train-
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ing to make sure that persons hit by a disease or 
an accident can keep a job in the same company. 
The effectiveness of these measures depends on 
the willingness of employers to help disabled per-
sons enter the work force, or stay there. 

Promote early intervention. 

Early intervention can in many cases be the most 
effective measure against long-term dependence 
on benefits. As soon as a person becomes disa-
bled, a process of tailored vocational intervention 
should be initiated, including job search assistance, 
rehabilitation, and further training. Where possible, 
such measures should be launched while the per-
son is in an early stage of a disease or a chronic 
health problem. Early “in-work” intervention is most 
common in Germany and Sweden, where rehabili-
tation schemes are designed to kick in early. In 
Norway, “active sick leave” is designed to prevent 
long-term disabi l i ty by combining sickness 
absence with either of two types of intervention: 
adjustment of tasks at the regular workplace, or 
vocational rehabilitation. Several countries (Den-
mark, France, Portugal, Sweden and Switzerland) 
have even introduced a specific benefit that is paid 
during the rehabilitation period. 

Make cash benefits a flexible policy element. 

The cash part of the work/benefit package needs 
to reflect the disabled person's capacity to work, 
but also needs to take into account whether the 
person has actually been able to find a job. Cash 
benefits would have to be available with sufficient 
flexibility to take into account different job capabili-
ties, as well as changes in an individual's disability 
status over time. In addition, benefit entitlements 
should be designed so that a disabled person is 
not penalised for taking up work.

Reform programme administration. 

Such an individual approach wil l  place new 
demands on the people who administer benefits for 
disabled individuals. Caseworkers will need an 
extensive knowledge of the range of available ben-
efits and services. More time will be required to 
assist individuals and follow each case. Implemen-
tation of a one-stop approach will help gatekeepers 
to manage the full menu of available interventions, 
and promote equal access to all programmes for all 
people.

Design disability programmes as active 
programmes. 

Often, disability benefit systems function as early 
retirement programmes, providing a route for 
quasi-permanent exit from the labour market. 
Emphasising activation and the mutual obligations 
of both society and the disabled person moves dis-
ability policy closer to the underlying logic of unem-
ployment programmes, which expect an active 
contribution and effort from beneficiaries. Unre-
formed disability programmes are likely to attract 
applicants who may find it difficult to comply with 
the stricter obligations of unemployment schemes. 
There is a need for a consistent strategy in disabil-
ity and unemployment policy that extends the cul-
ture of mutual obligations to all labour market 
programmes. ■

For more information

More information about this Policy Brief can be 
obtained from Christopher Prinz at the Social Pol-
icy Division (email: christopher.prinz@oecd.org,  
tel: +33-1-45.24.94.83). ■
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