More Older Workers with Disabilities Are
Finally Getting Hired. Thank Remote Work
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Job prospects have improved since the pandemic for these

often overlooked workers.

My colleagues just completed an interesting study exploring why the
employment rate for older workers with disabilities surged after the

pandemic (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Percentage Change in Employment-to-Population Ratio among People Ages 51-64
with Disabilities, Relative to First Half of 2019
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Note: Two data points are shown for each year: H1 is the first half of the year, and H2 is the second half of the year.
Source: Authors’ calculations from the U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey. 2019-2024.

Specifically, they were interested in the extent to which this surge can be

attributed to the opportunity to work remotely, which remains way above

pre-pandemic levels (see Figure 2).



Figure 2. Days Worked Remotely as a Share of Paid Workdays, Semiannual Averages, 2019-
2023
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Notes: Bars are the average share of work done remotely for those ages 18-64 with annual eamings of > $20,000 (in

2019 dollars). The data represent semiannual averages: H1 is the first half of the year, and H2 is the second half of
the year.

Sources: Jose Maria Barrero, Nicholas Bloom, and Steven J. Davis. 2023. “The Evolution of Work from Home.”

Jowrnal of Economic Perspectives 37(4): 23-49; and authors’ calculations from the U.S. Census Bureau, American
Time Use Survey. 2024.

Answering the question is complicated slightly by the fact that two other
post-pandemic trends could also be influencing employment. First, a higher
share of the working-age population now reports having a disability, which
means that the composition of people with disabilities may have shifted to
those with higher work capacity. This argument is less relevant for older

workers, however, since the rise in disability is concentrated among younger
workers.

A second, more universal, 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. 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.

The analysis begins by simply breaking down the increase in the
employment rate by whether the worker’s occupation is one where work can
be done remotely - that is, the occupation is “teleworkable.” The results
show that all the increase in the employment-to-population ratio among
older people with disabilities between 2018 and 2022 occurred in
teleworkable occupations; no growth occurred in non-teleworkable
employment (see gray bars in Figure 3).

These results hold even after controlling for disability severity and labor
market tightness (see red bars).



Figure 3. Employvment 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, 2012-2022.

The authors went on to identify the type of workers who gained from the
availability of remote work. The workers were grouped by two aspects of
their recent work history. The first is whether or not they were employed in
the last four years, and the second is whether or not they had prior

experience in teleworkable jobs (see Figure 4).



Figure 4. Employment Gain in Teleworkable Occupations for People Ages 51-64 with
Disabilities, 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, 2012-2022.

To understand the story, take each result in turn. The first group - those
who had not worked in the past four years and had no experience in
teleworkable jobs - saw no improvement: they stayed out of work. In
contrast, the second group - who did 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 had 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 accommodations prior to the pandemic, including the ability to

telework.

While the results are persuasive, the extent to which these dynamics will
persist over the long run remains an open question. 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. We'll see.



