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Introduction

One aspect of the pandemic that has persisted is

the increased relevance of remote work. This shift
could help older people with disabilities, who might
otherwise find it hard to get or keep jobs. Indeed, this
group has a higher employment rate post-pandemic
than pre-pandemic.

Remote work, though, might not be the only factor
contributing to this trend. First, more people report
having a work-limiting impairment than before the
pandemic. If these new health conditions are rela-
tively mild, then the rising prevalence of disability,
by itself, could lead to a higher employment rate
among this group. Second, the labor market has been
extremely tight in recent years, which could also help
boost employment rates among those with disabilities.

This brief, based on a new study, examines the
extent to which remote work has contributed to the
rising employment rate of older individuals with dis-
abilities and which types of these workers — based on
their recent work history — have benefited the most.!
The discussion proceeds as follows. The first sec-
tion provides background on the rise of remote work,
employment trends for older people with disabilities,

and the two other factors that could be playing a role:
the rising prevalence of disability and the tight labor
market. The second section introduces the data

and methodology for the analysis. The third section
presents the results. The final section concludes that
remote work has increased employment among older
workers with disabilities by encouraging some to
reenter the labor force and others to switch to remote
work instead of exiting the labor force.

Background

A striking feature of the pandemic was the sudden
shift towards remote work, and remote work remains
a fixture in the labor market (see Figure 1 on the next
page). For workers with disabilities, remote work
lowers the fixed cost of having a job by reducing com-
muting expenses, providing greater flexibility, and
potentially allowing them to access the national labor
market.? For employers, remote jobs can reduce the
costs of hiring because required accommodations are
already available in the worker’s home.

* Siyan Liu is a research economist at the Center for Retirement Research at Boston College (CRR). Laura D. Quinby is a
senior research economist at the CRR. The authors thank Juntong Yang for excellent research assistance.
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F1GURE 1. DAYS WORKED REMOTELY AS A SHARE OF
PAID WORKDAYS, SEMIANNUAL AVERAGES, 2019-2023
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Notes: Bars are semiannual averages and capture the average
share of work done remotely for those ages 18-64 with annual
earnings of > $20,000 (in 2019 dollars). Also see Endnote 3.
Sources: Barrero, Bloom, and Davis (2023); and authors’
calculations from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Time
Use Survey (2024).

The notion that remote work may be helping older
workers with disabilities stay in the labor force is sup-
ported by recent employment trends. Figure 2 shows

FIGURE 2. PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN EMPLOYMENT-TO-
PorULATION RATIO AMONG PEOPLE AGES 51-64 WITH
Di1saBILITIES, RELATIVE TO FIRST HALF oF 2019 (H1)
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Note: Bars reflect changes in semiannual averages relative to
the employment-to-population ratio in the first half of 2019.

Source: Authors’ calculations from the U.S. Census Bureau,

Current Population Survey (CPS) (2019-2024).

that the employment rate for this group rebounded
rapidly after the pandemic, even rising above pre-
pandemic levels beginning in late 2021.*

Two other post-pandemic trends, however, could
also be influencing employment. First, a higher share
of the working-age population now reports having a
disability (see Figure 3). Much of this increase can be
attributed to a rise in self-reported cognitive impair-
ments. Prior studies suggest that these new impair-
ments might be cases of “brain fog,” a condition
related to long COVID.S If long COVID is the reason,
it could result in a shift in the composition of people
with disabilities to those with higher work capacity
and greater attachment to the labor force.® Yet, as
shown in Figure 3, this argument is less relevant for
older workers, since the rise in disability is concen-
trated among younger workers (ages 18-50).

F1GURE 3. PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN SHARE OF PEOPLE
REPORTING A DISABILITY BY AGE, RELATIVE TO FIRST
HALF oF 2019 (Hl), 2019-2023
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Source: CPS (2019-2024).

A second, more convincing, factor is the unusual
tightness of the labor market in recent years, with
the number of job openings rapidly outpacing the
number of unemployed job seekers (see Figure 4 on
the next page). As a result, more — and higher-paying
— job opportunities have emerged for workers who
traditionally face barriers in the labor market.” In the
case of workers with disabilities, employers may be
more willing to offer accommodations such as more
flexible hours and more frequent breaks.
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FI1GURE 4. JoB OPENINGS RELATIVE TO UNEMPLOYED
JoB SEEKERS, 2019-2023

M

0.5 \/

0.0
Jan-19

Jan-20 Jan-21 Jan-22 Jan-23  Dec-23

Note: The measure shown is the number of monthly job
openings divided by the unemployment level.

Source: Authors’ calculations from the U.S. Census Bureau,
Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey (2019-2024).

While labor market tightness appears more likely
to affect employment rates among older workers with
disabilities than the rising share of adults reporting a
disability, the analysis will consider both factors just
in case.

Data and Methodology

The analysis is based on the 2012-2022 Health and
Retirement Study (HRS), a biennial longitudinal survey
of older households with rich information on workers’
health and employment. We focus on individuals ages
51-64 who report a work-limiting health condition and
do not consider themselves fully retired.®

The analysis then proceeds in three stages. The
first stage simply documents how the rising employ-
ment rate for older workers with disabilities breaks
down by whether their occupation is amenable to re-
mote work.” If remote work has had an impact, then
we would expect the increase in the employment-to-
population ratio of people in teleworkable jobs to be
much larger than the increase for those whose jobs
are not amenable to remote work.

This simple comparison, however, does not
consider the potential effects of other post-pandemic
changes. Hence, the second stage estimates the likeli-
hood of older people with disabilities being employed

in teleworkable and non-teleworkable occupations,
controlling for worker health and the tight labor
market, in addition to basic demographics, using the
following equation:*°

Employment in teleworkable (nonteleworkable) jobs =
f(health, labor market tightness, demographics, year 2022)

The year 2022 variable captures the change in
teleworkable (non-teleworkable) employment in 2022
compared to 2018 — the omitted reference year. If re-
mote work has an important effect on the employment
rate — after accounting for worker health and labor
market tightness — then the coefficient on year 2022
should be much larger in the regression for telework-
able jobs than in the non-teleworkable regression.

The final stage of the analysis explores more
specifically how remote work helps older workers
with disabilities stay in the labor force based on their
recent work history, including their experience with
teleworkable jobs. Specifically, it asks two questions:
1) did remote work convince those on the sidelines
to reenter work, or did it help those who were already
working to delay exiting the labor force? and 2) was
the impact limited to those who had prior experience
with remote work, or did all workers benefit? To an-
swer these questions, the regression analysis outlined
above is repeated for subgroups of older people with
disabilities based on whether they have worked in
the past four years and whether they have had prior
experience in a teleworkable job.!

Results

This section starts by examining how remote work

improved overall employment for older people with
disabilities and then identifies which types of these
workers saw the greatest gains.

How Did Remote Work Affect Older
People with Disabilities?

To start off, the analysis simply breaks down the
increase in the employment rate by whether the
worker’s occupation is teleworkable, without control-
ling for disability severity or labor market tightness.
Consistent with the CPS data in Figure 2, the rising
employment in teleworkable occupations led to an
11.6-percent increase in the employment-to-popula-
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tion ratio of older people with disabilities between
2018 and 2022, while non-teleworkable employment
was virtually unchanged (see gray bars in Figure 5)."2

F1GURE 5. EMPLOYMENT GAIN FOR PEOPLE AGES 51-64
WITH DISABILITIES, BY OCCUPATION, 2022 vs. 2018
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Note: Solid bars are statistically significant at 5-percent level.
Source: Authors’ estimates from the University of Michigan,
Health and Retirement Study (HRS) (2012-2022).

Shifting away from the raw comparisons, the
regression results show that remote work remains ex-
tremely important even after controlling for disability
severity and labor market tightness (see top red bar in
Figure 5).”* Indeed, the point estimates barely change
from the basic comparison, suggesting that the two
potentially confounding factors have played a less
important role in increasing employment for older
people with disabilities.!*

Who Benefited the Most from Remote
Work?

Given that remote work has helped boost employ-
ment outcomes for older workers with disabilities,
the next question is whether some of them benefited
more than others. Figure 6 compares the percentage
change in the employment rate for teleworkable occu-
pations across four different groups of older workers
with disabilities. These groups are determined based
on two aspects of their recent work history. The first
aspect is whether or not they were employed in the
last four years, while the second is whether or not
they had prior experience in teleworkable jobs.

F1GURE 6. EMPLOYMENT GAIN IN TELEWORKABLE
OCCUPATIONS FOR PEOPLE AGES 51-64 WITH
Di1SABILITIES, BY WORK STATUS AND PRIOR EXPERIENCE
IN TELEWORKABLE OCCUPATIONS, 2022 vs. 2018
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Note: Solid bars are statistically significant at 5-percent level.
Source: Authors’ estimates from the HRS (2012-2022).

To understand the story, take each result in turn.
The first group — those who have not worked in the
past four years and have no experience in telework-
able jobs — saw no improvement: they stayed out of
work. In contrast, the second group — who do have
experience in teleworkable jobs — saw a large increase
in employment, indicating that they were better
prepared to reenter work as remote jobs surged. The
third group is perhaps most interesting. Workers in
this group have been employed recently and, despite
their lack of familiarity with telework, were able to
move into these jobs rather than exiting the labor
force because of their disability. Finally, the fourth
group — recently working in teleworkable jobs — saw
less benefit from the shift to remote work, perhaps
because they had already received employer accom-
modations prior to the pandemic, including the ability
to telework.

Conclusion

The shift to remote work that started during COVID
and has persisted may have improved job prospects
for older people with disabilities by reducing barriers
to employment. Consistent with this view, this brief
finds that nearly all of the post-pandemic employ-
ment gain for older people with disabilities has been
in teleworkable occupations, and this pattern holds
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even after controlling for other factors. Remote work
benefits older workers with disabilities by allowing
some to reenter the labor force and others to switch
jobs instead of exiting work.

Yet, the extent to which these dynamics will persist
over the long run remains an open question. This
analysis covers a period when remote work was par-
ticularly widespread. The availability of remote work
may decline as the labor market eases back toward
more normal conditions. And, the extent to which
older workers with disabilities need or want to work

might also decline as the impact of unusual pandemic-

era conditions — including the temporary closure of
Social Security field offices — subsides. Hence, how
remote work impacts older people with disabilities
should remain a topic of interest.

Endnotes
1 Liu and Quinby (2024).

2 Ne’eman and Maestas (2023); Barrero, Bloom,
and Davis (2023); Marks and Rubinton (2024); and
O’Trakoun (2024).

3 Paid workdays are days where the respondent
works six or more hours in their main job. Paid
workdays are done remotely if the respondent works
six or more hours at home.

4 Interestingly, the upward trend contrasts with that
for older people without disabilities, who experienced
slightly decreasing employment rates due to early
retirement; see Davis et al. (2023).

5 Ne’eman and Maestas (2023); Deitz (2022); and
Guo and Krolikowski (2024).

6 Under this hypothesis, the employment gain for
people with disabilities is merely mechanical and
does not reflect improved job prospects.

7 Domash and Summers (2022).

8 Retirees who have not worked in the last four years
are excluded because the 2022 HRS does not ask
them about work-limiting disabilities. Additionally,
respondents in the sample have at least three con-
secutive interviews.

9 We use the 2018 and 2022 waves of the HRS to
compare outcomes before and after the pandemic.
Most respondents in the 2020 wave (the height of the
pandemic) reported a large drop in employment fol-
lowed by a quick recovery. Occupations are classified
as “teleworkable” if the share of jobs in that occupa-
tion that can be done remotely exceeds 28 percent
according to Dingel and Neiman (2021).

10 Controls for worker health include major health
conditions and difficulties with Activities of Daily
Living (ADLs) or Instrumental Activities of Daily
Living (IADLs). Labor market tightness is a monthly
measure of the number of job openings relative to job
seekers at the industry level. The regression also in-
cludes interactions of labor market tightness and the
respondent’s career job industry, as well as indicators
for employment status two and four years ago. To im-
prove the precision of our estimates for the labor mar-
ket tightness and demographic control variables, the
regression sample also includes individuals without a
work-limiting condition and extends back to 2012.
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11 We consider an individual to have experience in
teleworkable jobs if one of the following is true: 1)
their career job is teleworkable; 2) their longest held
job after age 50 is teleworkable; or 3) they worked in a
teleworkable job within the last four years.

12 The overall change in the employment rate — 11.6
percent — is slightly higher than changes in the calen-
dar year of 2022 in Figure 2 due to the 2022 wave of
the HRS taking place in both 2022 and 2023.

13 The regression-adjusted employment rate for old-
er people with disabilities is 59 percent in 2018. In-
terestingly, older people without disabilities have not
benefited from the rise of remote work in a similar
fashion. Small increases in teleworkable employment
correspond to less than 1 percent of the total employ-
ment rate, while non-teleworkable employment has
dropped for older people without disabilities between
2018 and 2022. Similarly, Gascon and Moore (2024)
find that the employment-to-population ratio among
working-age people without disabilities has not fully
returned to pre-pandemic levels as of 2024.

14 Supporting this interpretation, we do not find a
shift towards individuals with relatively mild impair-
ments among older people with disabilities. And
despite recent loosening of the labor market this year,
the employment rate for older people with disabilities
remains at 2023 levels.
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