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What GAO Found 
Disability beneficiaries participate in the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) 
Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program (Ticket to Work) by assigning a 
"ticket" to service providers who, in turn, provide help with employment. SSA 
compensates the service providers when Ticket to Work participants achieve 
designated levels of work and earnings. Using SSA data from 2002, when the 
program began, through 2018, the most recent year available, GAO estimated 
that 5 years after starting Ticket to Work, participants’ average earnings were 
$2,451 more per year than that of similar nonparticipants. However, the majority 
of participants remained unemployed 5 years after starting Ticket to Work.  

Based on GAO’s analysis, the costs of Ticket to Work exceeded the savings in 
disability benefits to SSA by an estimated $806 million from 2002 through 2015, 
the most recent year with reliable savings data. Savings accrue when Ticket to 
Work participants receive lower benefits or leave the disability rolls due to 
earnings from work. GAO estimates that participants were slightly more likely to 
leave the rolls (9.7 percent) than nonparticipants who are similar across a range 
of characteristics such as age, gender, disability type, and education level (8.6 
percent). A greater percentage of participants left the disability rolls due to work 
rather than for other reasons, such as medical improvement (see figure).   

Percentage of Beneficiaries Who Left SSA’s Disability Rolls 5 Years after Starting Ticket to 
Work versus Similar Nonparticipants, By Reason, 2002-2015 

 
Note: Percentages were computed for Ticket to Work participants who began the program from 2002 
through 2010 at 5 years after they started Ticket to Work and for a sample of similar nonparticipants. 
Parts may not sum to total because of rounding.  

GAO estimates that SSA incurred an additional $133 million to $169 million in 
costs (above the $806 million) from disability benefit overpayments to Ticket to 
Work participants. Overpayments can occur when beneficiaries who work do not 
report earnings to SSA or SSA delays in adjusting their benefit amounts. SSA 
incurs costs when it allows a beneficiary to keep overpayments or expends 
resources to recover them. GAO estimates that Ticket to Work participants were 
more than twice as likely to receive overpayments 5 years after starting the 
program than nonparticipants. While SSA is investigating the root causes of 
overpayments across its benefit programs, it has not focused on overpayments 
among Ticket to Work participants, who face unique circumstances due to their 
ties to service providers. For example, participants may mistakenly think that 
service providers report their earnings to SSA. Addressing the root causes of 
overpayments among Ticket to Work participants would reduce repayment 
burdens on affected participants and increase savings for SSA and taxpayers. 

View GAO-22-104031. For more information, 
contact Elizabeth Curda at (202) 512-7215 or 
curdae@gao.gov. 

Why GAO Did This Study 
SSA pays billions of dollars in 
Disability Insurance and 
Supplemental Security Income 
benefits to people with disabilities. To 
help beneficiaries obtain employment 
and reduce dependence on disability 
benefits, Ticket to Work was 
established in 1999. The Explanatory 
Statement accompanying the 
Consolidated Appropriations Act, 
2018 contains a provision for GAO to 
study the effects of the program.  

This report examines, among other 
things, the extent to which Ticket to 
Work has led to increased earnings 
and other benefits for participants, 
and how the costs and savings from 
Ticket to Work compared over time. 
GAO conducted statistical analyses 
of SSA beneficiary data, analysis of 
Ticket to Work costs, a literature 
review, and interviews with program 
officials, service provider 
representatives, and disability policy 
experts. 

What GAO Recommends 
GAO recommends SSA identify the 
root causes of overpayments to 
Ticket to Work participants and take 
appropriate actions to address them.  
SSA agreed with GAO’s 
recommendation. 
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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

October 28, 2021 

Congressional Committees 

In 2019, over 12 million working-age adults received approximately $165 
billion in disability benefits from the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) 
Disability Insurance (DI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
programs—the two largest federal disability programs. While many of 
these beneficiaries will never be able to work due to their disability, some 
could become capable and desirous of employment. In part to help those 
beneficiaries obtain employment and reduce dependence on SSA 
disability benefits, the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program (Ticket 
to Work or Ticket) was established in 1999.1 Through the program, SSA 
offers beneficiaries a “ticket” that they may assign to service providers 
who, in turn, provide employment services such as vocational 
rehabilitation and job placement. SSA compensates the service 
providers—private employment networks (EN) or state vocational 
rehabilitation agencies (VR)—when participants achieve designated 
levels of work and earnings.2 SSA compensated VRs for services prior to 
Ticket to Work, but the program gives beneficiaries the option of receiving 
services from an EN or VR. Ticket to Work experienced low participation 
in its early years and, as a result, SSA revised its regulations in July 2008 
to improve the program. 

The Explanatory Statement accompanying the Consolidated 
Appropriations Act, 2018, contains a provision for GAO to study and issue 
a report on the effects of Ticket to Work to the Committees on 
Appropriations of the House of Representatives and the Senate, the 
Committee on Ways and Means of the House of Representatives, and the 
Committee on Finance of the Senate.3 This report examines (1) how 

                                                                                                                       
1The program was established by the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement 
Act of 1999. Pub. L. No. 106-170, § 101(a), 113 Stat. 1860, 1863-1873. SSA started the 
program in some states in February 2002 and implemented it nationwide in September 
2004. In this report, we use the abbreviations “Ticket to Work” and “Ticket” 
interchangeably. 

2An EN may be any public or private entity (non-profit or otherwise) or consortium of 
organizations that is deemed qualified by SSA to provide or coordinate the provision of 
services under the program. Although ENs may be part of a state’s public workforce 
system, when we refer to ENs in this report, we are referring to ENs that are not VRs.  

3164 Cong. Rec. H2707 (Mar. 22, 2018). 
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beneficiaries’ participation in Ticket and service providers’ involvement in 
the program have changed over time; (2) the extent that Ticket has led to 
increased earnings and other benefits for participants; and (3) how the 
costs and savings from Ticket have compared over time. 

To answer these questions, we used a variety of methods including 
statistical analysis, interviews, and literature reviews. Specifically, to 
describe beneficiary participation and service provider involvement in 
Ticket, we analyzed beneficiary and program operations data from SSA’s 
Disability Analysis File from 2002, when the program began, through 
2018, the most recent year available.4 

To examine the extent that Ticket led to increased earnings for 
participants, we analyzed Disability Analysis File data, matched with 
beneficiary earnings data from SSA’s Master Earnings File, and used 
statistical methods that estimate the effect of Ticket on earnings by 
comparing program participants to nonparticipants, while controlling for 
observable characteristics.5 More specifically, we constructed a 
comparison group of similar nonparticipants that closely resembled the 
Ticket participants on a set of characteristics that could influence the 
likelihood of participating in Ticket services or the expected benefits 
received. For each Ticket participant we compared earnings, benefits, 
and other outcome measures to the same measures for an actual 
nonparticipant of the same gender, disabling impairment, and state of 
residence; who had participated in the same SSA disability program; and 
who was similar on a variety of other attributes such as age at disability 
entitlement. We used statistical matching methods to construct this 
comparison group of nonparticipants and adjust for differences between 
the two groups.6 To describe the extent to which the program has led to 

                                                                                                                       
4SSA maintains the Disability Analysis File for research purposes. It contains 
administrative data on working-age DI and SSI beneficiaries who received disability 
benefits in any month since 1996, and draws from multiple sources to compile information 
such as beneficiaries’ education, primary disabling condition, likelihood of medical 
improvement, and age. 

5SSA’s Master Earnings File contains information from the Internal Revenue Service on 
the earnings of the U.S. working population.  

6These matching methods yielded a comparison group that was similar on average to the 
Ticket participants on characteristics including, but not limited to, the primary disabling 
condition, expectations of medical recovery, state of residence, age, gender, and 
education level. Comparison group members received similar amounts of disability 
benefits before the participants started services, but on average had lower earnings than 
participants before services started. For further information about our methods, see 
appendix I.  
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other benefits for participants, we conducted a literature review of peer-
reviewed articles and interviewed representatives from organizations 
representing or serving people with disabilities. 

To examine how the costs and savings of Ticket compared over time, we 
analyzed Disability Analysis File data and SSA data on administrative 
costs, and used statistical methods to estimate the effect of Ticket on 
disability benefits. Similar to the statistical analysis we described above, 
we used statistical methods to compare the disability benefits that 
program participants received to those received by similar nonparticipants 
while controlling for observable characteristics. To estimate the costs of 
Ticket over time, we analyzed Disability Analysis File data on SSA 
payments to Ticket service providers as well as SSA’s estimates of 
administrative costs of the program.7 In estimating Ticket’s operational 
costs and its savings in disability benefits paid, we limited our analysis to 
SSA’s costs and savings, which could affect our assessment of net 
savings.8 For example, we did not estimate effects of Ticket on other 
areas of the federal government such as increases in revenue to the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury from additional payroll taxes, savings in 
forgone Medicare and Medicaid benefits to the Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services, and any costs to the U.S. Department of Education.9 

We assessed the reliability of data we received from SSA by, for 
example, reviewing relevant documentation and interviewing 
knowledgeable officials, and found them to be sufficiently reliable for the 
purposes of our reporting objectives. Specifically, we determined that the 
data that we used were reliable for estimating program participation, 
disability benefits, and earnings of Ticket participants. 

                                                                                                                       
7The administrative costs of Ticket are not a budgeted line item. SSA’s estimates draw 
from historical staffing information and contract costs associated with Ticket.  

8The effect of including costs and savings outside of SSA could be positive or negative 
depending on how Ticket increases or decreases use of government services and 
whether costs are offset by savings. Such an analysis would require combining multiple 
federal datasets across agencies as well as conducting additional modeling of service 
utilization and costs. Because of these complexities, we elected to restrict the scope of our 
analysis to SSA.  

9The U.S. Department of Education administers Vocational Rehabilitation, the primary 
federal government program that helps individuals with disabilities prepare for and obtain 
employment. Through formula grants determined in part by state population and per 
capita income, the department provides the majority of states’ VR funding.  
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To provide context for each of our reporting objectives, we also reviewed 
SSA publications, relevant federal laws and regulations, and prior GAO 
reports; and interviewed SSA officials, service providers, and advocates 
for individuals with disabilities. See appendix I for more details on our 
scope and methodology. 

We conducted this performance audit from January 2020 to October 2021 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 
 

To become eligible for DI or SSI benefits, an individual generally must 
have a medically determined physical or mental impairment that (1) has 
lasted or is expected to last at least 1 year or result in death, and (2) 
prevents the individual from engaging in substantial gainful activity (SGA). 
For 2021, SSA defined SGA as earning above $1,310 per month for 
nonblind individuals.10 Once an individual is receiving benefits, SSA 
periodically conducts continuing disability reviews (CDR) to evaluate if the 
individual has medically improved to the point of being able to work and is 
no longer eligible for benefits.11 Although the DI and SSI programs use 
the same definition of disability for eligibility purposes, they were 
designed to serve different populations. DI provides benefits to individuals 
with disabilities who have a qualifying work history; in contrast, SSI 
provides benefits to individuals with disabilities, the blind, and the aged, 
who have low income and limited resources.12 Known as concurrent 

                                                                                                                       
10Under the annual threshold set by SSA for 2021, blind individuals are considered 
engaged in SGA if they had earnings above $2,190 per month. 

11CDRs are generally conducted every 6 to 18 months, 3 years, or 5 to 7 years, 
depending on the beneficiary’s disability.  

12Individuals under age 18 may qualify for SSI but have distinct eligibility requirements 
from adults. To be considered disabled, individuals under age 18 must have a medically 
determinable physical or mental impairment that causes marked and severe functional 
limitations and that has lasted or is expected to last for a continuous period of at least 1 
year or result in death. 

Background 

DI and SSI Eligibility and 
Employment 
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beneficiaries, individuals may receive DI and SSI benefits at the same 
time. 

The DI and SSI programs have different provisions for how earnings from 
work affect benefits. DI beneficiaries are allowed a 9-month trial work 
period during which their benefits continue regardless of how much they 
earn.13 They then move into a 36-month re-entitlement period (extended 
period of eligibility) in which their monthly benefit is suspended except in 
months in which earnings are less than SGA.14 Recipients whose 
earnings are above SGA after they complete the 36-month period, under 
program rules, stop receiving benefits and are removed from the disability 
rolls. DI beneficiaries’ Medicare coverage generally continues for at least 
7 years and 9 months after the trial work period ends. In contrast, SSI 
benefits are generally reduced by $1 for every $2 of earned income 
exceeding $65 per month until benefits reach zero.15 If SSI beneficiaries 
receive no benefits for 12 consecutive months due to earned income, 
they are regarded as removed from the rolls.16 Medicaid can continue if 
they continue to satisfy SSI asset limits, among other conditions, and 
need the coverage to work. If a beneficiary loses DI or SSI eligibility due 
to work earnings, SSA may restart benefits without a new application 
under expedited reinstatement within 5 years of benefit loss.17 This 
provision allows individuals to receive up to 6 months of provisional 
benefits while SSA conducts a medical review. 

When disability beneficiaries return to work and earn income, they must 
report these earnings to SSA. Benefit overpayments from SSA can occur 
when beneficiaries do not report their earnings or when SSA does not 
take timely action on such reports to adjust the amount of benefits. If SSA 
determines an overpayment occurred, it requests repayment or withholds 
                                                                                                                       
13See 20 C.F.R. § 404.1592. The trial work period is reached when a beneficiary 
accumulates 9 months of earnings of at least the trial work level amount in a rolling 60-
month period. The 9 months do not have to be continuous. In 2021, the trial work level 
amount was $940 per month. 

1420 C.F.R. § 404.1592a. During the re-entitlement period, SSA pays benefits for the first 
month of SGA and the two following months. 

15See 20 C.F.R. § 416.1112(c)(5) and (7).  

1620 C.F.R. § 416.1335. 

17SSA allows requests for expedited reinstatement when individuals meet certain 
requirements including being unable to work at the SGA level due to a medical condition 
that is the same as, or related to, their original disabling impairment(s). 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 6 GAO-22-104031  SSA Ticket to Work 

all or a portion of the monthly benefits paid to the beneficiary. In some 
instances, SSA forgives the overpayment.18 

Ticket was established to assist individuals with disabilities in obtaining 
and retaining employment, and help reduce dependency on benefits.19 
This voluntary program was also designed to provide beneficiaries with 
greater choice in public and private providers of employment services 
such as job preparation and placement and vocational rehabilitation 
services.20 Prior to the establishment of Ticket, DI and SSI beneficiaries 
who needed help returning to work generally only received services 
directly from VRs.21 

In general, DI and SSI beneficiaries ages 18 through 64 are eligible for 
Ticket. They may choose whether or not to use their tickets, and with 
which service providers. Using an online tool, beneficiaries can search for 
in-person or online service providers that offer specific services, such as 
resume writing or job placement assistance, or serve particular 
populations, such as non-English speakers. Beneficiaries who assign 
their tickets to an EN or VR and demonstrate “timely progress” toward 
self-supporting employment, such as by fulfilling education requirements 
or completing the specified goals of work and earnings, are exempted 
from medical CDRs.22 This is an additional work incentive that only 
applies to beneficiaries participating in Ticket. 

                                                                                                                       
18Generally, SSA policy allows personnel to waive recovery of an overpayment if (a) the 
person is without fault, and (b) recovery would either defeat the purpose of the program or 
be against good conscience. In addition, SSI overpayment recovery can be waived if the 
person is without fault and recovery would impede efficient or effective administration of 
the SSI program due to the small amount involved.  

19See Pub. L. No. 106-170, § 2(b)(4), 113 Stat. 1860, 1863. The law also stated that 
helping individuals with disabilities return to work might result in savings to the Social 
Security Disability Insurance Trust Fund. 

20Congressional Research Service, Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program: 
Overview and Current Issues, R41934 (updated Jan. 24, 2014).  

21H.R. Rep. No. 106-220 (pt. 1) at 10 (1999). 

22Under federal law, during any period for which an individual is using, as defined by SSA, 
a ticket, SSA may not initiate a CDR. 42 U.S.C. § 1320b-19(i). In its program regulations, 
SSA generally defines “using” a ticket as assigning a ticket to an EN or VR and “making 
timely progress toward self-supporting employment,” and outlines specific requirements 
an individual must meet in order to demonstrate timely progress and thus obtain or 
maintain CDR exemption. 20 C.F.R. § 411.166(a) and (b). 

Ticket to Work Overview 
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A beneficiary’s ticket is assigned when an individual and service provider 
decide to work together and submit an individualized work plan to SSA 
describing the services to be provided. A beneficiary can unassign the 
ticket from a service provider at any time, sometimes switching to a 
different service provider. ENs can decide whether or not to serve an 
eligible beneficiary. In contrast, VRs cannot decline service to an 
individual if they have the resources to do so.23 

Service providers choose a payment option for services provided to each 
individual.24 ENs choose between (1) milestone-outcome payments that 
begin when the participant has a specified level of earnings and continue 
for a specified time after the participant’s disability benefits cease 
because of earnings, or (2) outcome-only payments that do not begin until 
the participant is entirely off benefits. VRs generally choose between (1) a 
cost-reimbursement system that predates Ticket whereby SSA 
reimburses the cost of services when the participant has earnings above 
an established threshold over the course of 9 months, or (2) either EN 
payment option. 

To improve the program, SSA revised Ticket regulations in 2008.25 
Among other regulatory changes, the revisions eased participation 
requirements for some beneficiaries. Specifically, the revisions removed a 
requirement that beneficiaries who were expected to medically improve 
go through at least one CDR to participate. The revisions also made it 
easier for ENs to provide services by enabling them to receive payment 
for serving participants formerly served by a VR.26 In addition, the 
revisions increased the payment amounts for service providers and made 
it easier for ENs to be paid by lowering the participant earnings threshold 

                                                                                                                       
23If VRs lack the financial and staff resources to serve all eligible individuals in the state, 
they are generally required to prioritize individuals with the most significant disabilities. In 
cases in which a VR must close certain eligibility categories because it is unable to 
provide services to all eligible applicants, it is said to be in “order of selection status.”  

2442 U.S.C. § 1320b-19(h).  

25Amendments to the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program, 73 Fed. Reg. 29,324 
(May 20, 2008). 

26Known as Partnership Plus, the revised regulations allow an EN to accept a ticket after a 
VR closes its case with the ticket holder. 20 C.F.R. § 411.585. In certain circumstances, 
an EN who accepts a participant after a VR achieves an employment outcome is only 
eligible for certain milestone and outcome payments. 20 C.F.R. § 411.535(a)(1)(iii). 

Service Providers and 
Ticket Administration 
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which triggers payments to ENs.27 Previously, ENs were not eligible for 
SSA payment until a participant had earnings at or above SGA. 

Apart from paying service providers, SSA incurs administrative costs from 
overseeing Ticket. For example, SSA’s Office of Research, 
Demonstration and Employment Support contracts with a private 
company (Ticket program manager) for day-to-day operations. The Ticket 
program manager’s responsibilities include conducting outreach to 
eligible beneficiaries, processing ticket assignments and service provider 
payments, and performing timely progress reviews of program 
participants. Staff in SSA’s field and regional offices also support Ticket 
by, for example, serving as work incentive coordinators. 

Researchers and policymakers have studied the costs and savings of 
Ticket since the program’s inception. At that time, policymakers estimated 
that if an additional one-half of 1 percent of disability beneficiaries went 
back to work and ceased benefits for the rest of their lives, the savings to 
the Social Security Trust Funds and Treasury would total $3.5 billion.28 
The Congressional Budget Office also projected Ticket would lead to 
savings.29 However, in 2008, SSA’s Office of the Inspector General 
(OIG)30 found the percentage of beneficiaries who ceased benefits as a 
result of employment had remained unchanged from before Ticket31 and 
cost savings had not materialized. The OIG also found the percentage of 
beneficiaries who had earnings after receiving services steadily 
decreased over time, and recommended that SSA evaluate the program’s 
continued viability. 

                                                                                                                       
27The changes made ENs eligible for milestone payments when a participant has a 
specified level of gross earnings during the trial work period. In 2021, the threshold for 
such a payment was a participant earning at least $940 in a month, which is less than 
SGA and, in many cases, equates to part-time work.  

28Pub. L. No. 106-170, § 2(a)(12), 113 Stat. 1860, 1863. 

29Congressional Budget Office, Pay-As-You-Go Estimate: H.R. 1180 Ticket to Work and 
Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 13, 1999). The 
Congressional Budget Office estimated Ticket would reduce annual outlays by $7 million, 
$27 million, and $60 million in fiscal years 2004, 2005, and 2006, and $110 million in fiscal 
year 2009. 

30SSA Office of the Inspector General, Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program Cost 
Effectiveness, A-02-07-17048 Audit Report (Washington, D.C.: August 2008). 

31These findings are based on SSA data from calendar years 2002 through 2006. 

Prior Ticket Evaluations 
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In 2013, as part of its contract with SSA for program evaluations, 
Mathematica Policy Research conducted a study of Ticket but could not 
determine whether the program was self-financing.32 Mathematica found 
that participants were more likely than nonparticipants to have months of 
not receiving disability benefits because of work. According to 
Mathematica’s study, 5.1 percent of Ticket participants experienced at 
least one month of forgone disability benefits because of work, compared 
with 2.7 percent of nonparticipants. However, because of limited data at 
the time and the program’s voluntary nature, Mathematica could not 
determine whether such changes in disability benefits and other 
outcomes were because of (1) the effect of Ticket, or (2) the greater 
motivation or better employment prospects of individuals who participated 
in Ticket compared to those who chose not to participate. 

 

 

 

 

 

The number of disability beneficiaries who started Ticket each year 
varied. Specifically, the number of Ticket participants entering the 
program increased from approximately 57,000 in 2002, when the program 
began, to a peak of about 90,000 in 2010, then decreased to about 
69,000 in 2018 (see fig. 1). The peak in 2010 occurred after the 2008 
Ticket regulatory changes and 2007-2009 recession. 

                                                                                                                       
32Mathematica Policy Research, Executive Summary of the Seventh Ticket to Work 
Evaluation Report, Final Report (Washington, D.C.: July 30, 2013). 

Participation in Ticket 
to Work Varied Over 
Time and Vocational 
Rehabilitation 
Agencies Served 
Most Beneficiaries  
About 5 Percent of Eligible 
Beneficiaries Participated 
in Ticket to Work since Its 
Inception 
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Figure 1: Number of Disability Beneficiaries Who Started Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency (Ticket) Program, by Year, 2002-
2018 

 
Note: If beneficiaries participated in Ticket over multiple years or had more than one period of 
participation, we counted them only in the year that they first started services. 

About 5 percent of those eligible for the program participated at some 
point since its inception through 2018.33 We could not assess whether the 
overall 5 percent participation rate is low or high because we do not know 
how many disability beneficiaries were potentially able to work.34 

According to SSA officials, the agency has taken steps to raise 
awareness of Ticket among disability beneficiaries to increase program 
                                                                                                                       
33To calculate this participation rate for the entire study period, we counted individuals 
who had an active ticket in any month during the period including individuals who started 
receiving services before Ticket began, then divided this count by the number of 
beneficiaries who were eligible for Ticket during the period according to SSA’s Disability 
Analysis File data. We tallied individuals who were indicated as Ticket-eligible in SSA’s 
data and did not assess their eligibility for the program.  

34According to SSA officials, calculating annual Ticket participation within the entire 
analysis period is not possible because SSA retroactively changed the way it counted 
Ticket participation in 2011, which resulted in the assignment of many beneficiaries’ 
tickets in 2011 and 2012 although they had received services earlier. However, we were 
able to determine the total number of beneficiaries who participated in Ticket at some 
point between the program’s inception and the end of 2018. We were able to determine 
the number of beneficiaries who started Ticket each year by combining SSA data with 
Department of Education data on when an individual began VR services. 
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participation, but these efforts have had limited success. For example, in 
2016, it launched an initiative to share limited beneficiary contact 
information with service providers who in turn contact beneficiaries to 
market Ticket and offer their employment services. According to SSA 
officials, this initiative has been used particularly effectively by a few 
service providers, but has had limited success in increasing overall 
program participation thus far. 

SSI beneficiaries comprised a relatively large share of Ticket participants. 
Of the participants who started the program in 2002 through 2018, about 
59 percent were SSI only beneficiaries, 32 percent were DI only, and 10 
percent received both types of benefits.35 In contrast, of nonparticipants 
who were eligible for Ticket during this time, about 39 percent were SSI 
only, 54 percent were DI only, and 8 percent received both (see fig. 2). 
Relative to nonparticipants, Ticket participants were younger. Specifically, 
on average, participants were about 34 years old whereas 
nonparticipants were about 49 years old. Participants were more likely 
than nonparticipants to have become eligible for disability benefits during 
their youth. According to a researcher we interviewed, age is likely a key 
factor that affects Ticket participation because younger disability 
beneficiaries have a longer time horizon to benefit from returning to work. 
DI beneficiaries must have a work history to receive those benefits and 
therefore tend to be older than SSI recipients. 

Figure 2: Percentage of Ticket Participants and Nonparticipants, by Type of Benefits Received, 2002-2018 

 
Note: For this analysis, we categorized individuals according to the type of disability benefits that they 
first received, which could predate participation in the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program 
(Ticket). Groups do not sum to 100 percent because of rounding. 

 

                                                                                                                       
35To measure certain characteristics that can change over time, such as the type of 
disability benefits that individuals receive, we used information from the earliest year that a 
beneficiary was paid disability benefits. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 12 GAO-22-104031  SSA Ticket to Work 

VRs served most Ticket participants since the program’s inception 
through 2018. During this time, VRs served approximately 88 percent of 
participants whereas ENs or both types of service providers served about 
12 percent of participants. However, ENs increasingly provided Ticket 
services over time. Prior to the 2008 regulatory changes, almost 98 
percent of SSA’s service provider payments went to VRs through cost 
reimbursement. After the regulatory changes, approximately 76 percent 
went to VRs through cost reimbursement, about 20 percent went to ENs, 
and about 4 percent went to VRs through milestone and/or outcome 
arrangements (see fig. 3). 

Figure 3: SSA Payments for Ticket Services, by Service Provider Type and Year, 2002-2018 

 
Note: An “employment network” may be part of a state’s public workforce system but excludes VRs in 
this figure. For payment through the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program (Ticket), VRs 
generally choose between (1) a cost-reimbursement system that predated Ticket or (2) a milestone 
and/or outcome option established through the program. 

 

Many Ticket participants who received services from an EN also received 
services from a VR. Specifically, of Ticket participants who received 
services from an EN, more than one-third also received services from a 
VR at some point. Of participants who received services from both types 
of providers, approximately 76 percent first received services from a VR 
then an EN. SSA program officials explained that VR services are 
generally more time-limited because VRs close cases when individuals 

State Vocational 
Rehabilitation Agencies 
Served Most Ticket 
Participants, but 
Employment Networks 
Increasingly Provided 
Services 
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obtain stable employment, whereas ENs can provide longer-term services 
that may help participants stay employed. 

Nevertheless, ENs and VRs tended to serve different types of Ticket 
participants. Compared to VR participants, EN participants were more 
likely to (1) be DI beneficiaries, (2) be middle-aged, and (3) not have an 
intellectual disability. According to experts we interviewed, ENs have 
more flexibility than VRs in selecting which individuals to serve. VRs 
cannot decline service if they have the resources to provide it. In contrast, 
ENs may target beneficiaries who seem most ready to work, including 
those with a work history. In fact, officials from one EN we interviewed 
said their company only targets DI beneficiaries. 

 

 

 

 
 

Many Ticket participants benefited from the program financially and likely 
experienced non-monetary benefits. We compared changes in Ticket 
participants’ average earnings over time to that of similar nonparticipants 
and found that although the groups were close 1 year before Ticket 
participants received services, they diverged after participation began.36 
Specifically, 5 years after starting Ticket, participants earned an average 
of approximately $2,451 more per year than similar nonparticipants.37 On 
average, 5 years after starting services, DI beneficiaries who participated 
earned about $3,285 more per year than similar nonparticipants, while 
SSI and concurrent beneficiaries who participated earned about $2,089 
and $2,197 more per year than similar nonparticipants, respectively. In 
percentage terms, participants’ average earnings increased by 110 

                                                                                                                       
36One year before service started, Ticket participants earned $512 more per year on 
average than similar nonparticipants. For further information on this comparison and our 
methodology, see appendix II.  

37These averages also include individuals with no earnings. We chose to compare 
participants at the 5-year mark because, according to SSA officials, it can take several 
years for individuals to complete their participation in Ticket and experience the benefits of 
the program. All dollar amounts are inflation adjusted to 2020.  

Ticket Participants 
Benefited from the 
Program but Face 
Obstacles to Leaving 
the Disability Rolls 

Ticket Participants Had 
Higher Earnings than 
Similar Nonparticipants on 
Average and Likely 
Experienced Other 
Benefits from Working 
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percent 5 years after services began, whereas that of similar 
nonparticipants grew by about 50 percent during the same time. 
Nevertheless, these increases in earnings were relatively modest. 
Specifically, among the approximately 44 percent of participants who had 
some earnings 5 years after starting Ticket, the average annual earnings 
5 years after starting the program was about $10,250, which may reflect 
part-time or intermittent work.38 

Based on our analysis of SSA data, Ticket participants were also more 
likely to be earning above SGA than similar nonparticipants.39 The 
percentage of Ticket participants earning SGA or above more than tripled 
from when services began to 5 years later, whereas the percentage of 
similar nonparticipants earning at least SGA was relatively flat during the 
same time. Specifically, we estimated that 2.9 percent of Ticket 
participants earned at SGA or more compared to 2.7 percent of similar 
nonparticipants when Ticket services began. Five years later, 9.3 percent 
of Ticket participants earned at SGA or more compared to 4.4 percent of 
similar nonparticipants (see fig. 4).  
 

                                                                                                                       
38We used annual earnings data based on information reported to the Internal Revenue 
Service for this analysis. Because these data do not include information on hours, weeks, 
or months worked in a given year, we could not determine how individual earnings were 
distributed over the course of a year or whether individuals were working full-time, part-
time, or intermittently.  

39Because the data comprised annual, not monthly, earnings, we used the SGA for 
nonblind individuals in the year being analyzed and multiplied it by 12 to calculate an 
annualized SGA amount. To compare participants to similar nonparticipants, we matched 
each Ticket participant to an actual nonparticipant of the same gender, disabling 
impairment, and state of residence; who had participated in the same SSA disability 
program; and who was similar on a set of other attributes such as age at disability 
entitlement. For more information on the methods used to identify similar nonparticipants 
for each participant, see appendix I. 
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Figure 4: Percentage of Disability Beneficiaries Earning at SGA or More, by Year 
since Starting Ticket Services versus Similar Nonparticipants 

 
Note: Under thresholds set annually by SSA, individuals are considered engaged in substantial 
gainful activity (SGA) if they had earnings in 2021 above $1,310 per month for nonblind beneficiaries. 
Because the data comprised annual, not monthly, earnings, we used the SGA for nonblind individuals 
in the year being analyzed and multiplied it by 12 to calculate an annualized SGA amount. Estimates 
of percentages for Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program (Ticket) participants and similar 
nonparticipants, as well as the differences between the two groups, were statistically significant at the 
5 percent level. 

 

In addition to earnings, Ticket participants also likely experienced a 
variety of non-monetary benefits from working. While we did not attempt 
to quantify or measure these non-monetary benefits, we reviewed 21 
studies that indicated working and participating in employment 
programs—like the activities provided by Ticket—have important non-
monetary benefits for people living with disabilities.40 The following 
themes emerged from our review:  
 

                                                                                                                       
40Many articles mentioned more than one category of benefits associated with working. 
The themes listed are not mutually exclusive. Some of the nonmonetary benefits, such as 
improved health, may also come with monetary benefits, such as reduced health care 
spending, that we also did not quantify. For more information on how we conducted the 
literature review and a list of the articles, see appendix I. 
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Increased social contact. The most frequently described non-
monetary benefits were under the umbrella of increased social 
contact: 11 of 21 articles we reviewed mentioned better 
relationships, greater inclusion in society, and/or decreased 
loneliness and isolation as potential benefits of working for 
individuals with disabilities. For example, one study that used 
nationally-representative data to compare the effects of 
employment on people with and without disabilities noted that 
employment may be particularly important for members of 
historically marginalized groups, such as people with disabilities, 
who are often socially isolated due to their condition.41 

Sense of purpose. Nine of the 21 articles found that working 
provided individuals with disabilities with an increased sense of 
purpose, hope, optimism, identity, personal achievement, or 
structure in their lives. For instance, a 2018 study based on 
interviews and observations of adults with schizophrenia reported 
that a sense of purpose and identity were important benefits of 
working.42 

Improvement of symptoms. Eight of the 21 articles mentioned 
the potentially therapeutic effect of work, particularly for individuals 
with mental illness. For example, a cost-savings analysis of an 
employment program for individuals with psychiatric disabilities 
found that because work improved psychiatric symptoms, savings 
were largely attributable to a reduction in the use of more costly 
services, such as inpatient care and therapy.43 Another article 
stated that staying isolated at home was perceived to exacerbate 
mental health problems, whereas going into a workplace helped 
people to minimize their symptoms.44 Several studies also showed 

                                                                                                                       
41Lisa Schur, “The difference a job makes: The effects of employment among people with 
disabilities,” Journal of Economic Issues, vol. XXXVI, no. 2 (2002): 339-347. 

42Lydia P. Ogden, “‘To fill the emptiness’: The importance of work in life history narratives 
of older adults with schizophrenia-spectrum diagnoses,” Qualitative Social Work 17, no. 4 
(2018): 556-576. 

43E. Sally Rogers, Kenneth Sciarappa, Kim MacDonald-Wilson, and Karen Danley, “A 
benefit-cost analysis of a supported employment model for persons with psychiatric 
disabilities,” Evaluation and Program Planning, 18, no. 2 (1995): 105-115. 

44Melanie Boyce, Jenny Secker, Robyn Johnson, Mike Floyd, Bob Grove, Justine 
Schneider, and Jan Slade. “Mental health service users’ experiences of returning to paid 
employment,” Disability & Society, 23, no. 1 (2008): 77-88. 
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reduced use of mental health services, implying better clinical as 
well as functional outcomes. In addition, several controlled trials 
found that individuals who received individual placement and 
support used a hospital for fewer days than individuals in the 
control group.45 

Improved quality of life. Nine of 21 articles found that work 
increased quality of life for individuals with disabilities, although 
some of the findings were qualitative or correlational in nature. For 
example, one article noted that steady work leads to enhanced 
self-esteem and higher quality of life. In addition to improved 
quality of life, other benefits of working mentioned in the articles 
we reviewed included improved self-esteem and self-image, 
improved well-being and physical health, and increased autonomy 
and independence.  

Although some Ticket participants have experienced monetary and non-
monetary benefits from work, the majority of disability beneficiaries do not 
work. This is also true of Ticket participants. In fact, the majority of Ticket 
participants were unemployed 5 years after starting services. Many 
disability beneficiaries cannot work regardless of the supports offered 
through Ticket because of the severity of their disabilities.46 Some types 
of disabilities may allow for part-time or intermittent work, but to get on the 
disability rolls, all beneficiaries had to demonstrate that they were unable 
to earn SGA because of their disability. 

In addition to their disabling condition, disability beneficiaries face many 
other obstacles to working. These include the lack of accessible 
workplaces, lack of job opportunities, and stereotypes about what 
individuals with disabilities can achieve.47 Perceptions held by employers 
and physicians and the individuals themselves may create unnecessarily 

                                                                                                                       
45Robert E. Drake, Gary R. Bond, Howard H. Goldman, Michael F. Hogan, and Mustafa 
Karakus, “Individual placement and support services boost employment for people with 
serious mental illnesses, but funding is lacking,” Health Affairs, 35, no. 6 (2016): 1098-
1105. 

46Ninety percent of beneficiaries surveyed in 2015 cited their disabling condition as the 
primary reason they are not working. Social Security Administration, National beneficiary 
survey: Disability statistics, 2015 (Washington, D.C.: March 2018). 

47About a quarter of disability beneficiaries surveyed in 2015 cited inaccessible 
workplaces as an additional reason for not working. Social Security Administration, 
National beneficiary survey: Disability statistics, 2015 (Washington, D.C.: March 2018). 

Disability Beneficiaries 
Face Obstacles to 
Participating in Ticket to 
Work and Leaving 
Disability Rolls 
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low expectations about individuals’ abilities to participate in the workforce, 
and can affect whether an individual finds or retains employment.48 

The structure of disability benefits and related work incentives may also 
contribute to disability beneficiaries’ reluctance to participate in Ticket 
despite the potential benefits. In our interviews with disability policy 
experts and program officials, as well as in our analysis of prior GAO and 
SSA reports, we consistently found three key disincentives to work that 
disability beneficiaries faced: (1) loss of cash and medical benefits, (2) 
overpayments, and (3) complexity of rules surrounding work. 

Loss of cash and medical benefits. Based on our interviews with 14 
disability experts and SSA officials, and literature we reviewed, one of the 
key disincentives to working and participating in Ticket is the possibility of 
losing cash and medical benefits. Specifically, DI beneficiaries earning 
above SGA in a given month lose all of their cash benefits (known as the 
earnings “cash cliff”),49 while SSI beneficiaries’ benefits are generally 
reduced $1 for every $2 of monthly earnings greater than $65. Further, 
disability beneficiaries who work are also at risk of eventually losing their 
medical benefits. 

Loss of cash benefits 

Past SSA research, as well as the Ticket to Work Advisory Panel’s 
final report in 2007, have raised concerns about the cash cliff. The 
Social Security Advisory Board stated in its 2017 report that both 
DI and SSI programs effectively impose a high tax on work—100 
percent and 50 percent, respectively—exceeding those of other 
federal assistance programs.50 Additionally, GAO work over the 
past 25 years has reported on the variety of ways that the 
structure of DI and SSI benefits discourages work. For example, in 
2010, we reported that concerns have been raised that SSA 
program rules for receiving benefits—such as tying the definition 

                                                                                                                       
48GAO, Highlights of a Forum, Actions that Could Increase Work Participation for Adults 
with Disabilities, GAO-10-812SP (Washington, D.C.: July 2010). 

49This loss occurs after a 9-month trial work period during which DI beneficiaries continue 
receiving benefits regardless of how much beneficiaries earn.  

50Social Security Advisory Board, Statement on the Supplemental Security Income 
Program: Work Incentives and Work Supports in the SSI Program (July 2017). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-10-812sp
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of SGA to income thresholds—can create incentives to stay out of 
the workforce, even when work is possible.51 

SSA officials we spoke with said that while the goal of Ticket is to 
get people off the rolls and reduce dependency on benefits, some 
beneficiaries may be better off working part-time (i.e., 
supplementing their benefits with wages that keep their earnings 
under SGA). However, SSA officials said part-time job placement 
is not the intent of Ticket and they investigate ENs that have 
consistently low rates of placement in full-time employment. 

Loss of medical benefits 

Fear of potentially losing Medicare or Medicaid coverage can be 
an impediment to increased work for some beneficiaries, 
particularly those whose disabilities can periodically worsen. In 
fact, in 2015, 42 percent of recently-employed beneficiaries who 
reported working fewer hours or earning less than they were able 
to said they did this because they wanted to keep Medicare or 
Medicaid coverage—the most commonly cited reason among 
surveyed beneficiaries.52 In addition, an expert panel convened by 
SSA in 2019 stated that the fear of losing medical benefits poses 
a strong disincentive to earning above SGA.53 VR officials we 
spoke with also described beneficiaries’ fear of losing medical 
benefits as a disincentive to working. Participation in Ticket may 
have been negatively affected because some individuals calculate 
that the financial upside of working is not worth the risk of losing—
and cost of replacing—financial and medical benefits. See figure 5 
for a hypothetical example of how keeping earnings below SGA 
compares favorably to earning twice as much as SGA. 

                                                                                                                       
51GAO-10-812SP. 

52Social Security Administration, National beneficiary survey: Disability statistics, 2015 
(Washington, D.C.: March 2018).  

53Abt Associates, Post-Entitlement Earnings Simplification Demonstration Technical 
Experts Panel Meeting Final Report (Rockville: MD: 2019). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-812SP


 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 20 GAO-22-104031  SSA Ticket to Work 

Figure 5: Example of How Staying under SGA Leads to More Total Income for a DI Beneficiary than Earning above SGA 

 
aUnder thresholds set annually by SSA, individuals are considered engaged in SGA if they had 
earnings in 2021 above $1,310 per month for nonblind beneficiaries and $2,190 per month for blind 
beneficiaries. 
bAs of April 2021, the average cash benefit for DI participants was $1,280. 
cWe assume healthcare costs consist of the Medicare premium buy-in for hospital insurance (Part A) 
and medical insurance (Part B). The cost of this premium varies according to individuals’ work history 
and income (see https://www.medicare.gov/your-medicare-costs/medicare-costs-at-a-glance), and 
thus we used a range of approximate costs. In addition to monthly premiums, there is also a 
hospitalization deductible of $1,484 per benefit period and coinsurance costs for long hospital stays, 
as well as a deductible and 20 percent co-pay for most medical services. 

https://www.medicare.gov/your-medicare-costs/medicare-costs-at-a-glance
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Overpayments. According to experts and SSA officials we interviewed 
and what was highlighted during a 2007 beneficiary summit, another key 
disincentive to participating in Ticket or attempting to return to work is the 
potential for benefit overpayment, which often results in beneficiaries 
incurring debt to SSA.54 Overpayments can occur when beneficiaries fail 
to report earnings or SSA delays the processing of reported earnings. In 
addition, a 2015 GAO report identified a number of weaknesses in SSA 
processes that could lead to DI overpayments, and issued seven 
recommendations to reduce the incidence of overpayments.55 
Overpayments in disability benefits, in turn, can result in demands for 
repayment sent to beneficiaries. One VR official we spoke with shared the 
example of a client who had a good initial experience with a service 
provider and was placed in a paying job, only to be sent a $28,000 
repayment notice from SSA due to earnings above SGA. Officials with 
SSA’s Office of Research, Demonstration, and Employment Support said 
that beneficiaries’ fear of overpayments may constitute a barrier to 
participating in employment, but they consider addressing overpayments 
to be a wage reporting systems issue, and therefore outside the scope of 
Ticket. 

Research based on SSA’s internal data has estimated that between 70 
and 80 percent of DI beneficiaries with earnings sufficient to affect their 
benefits receive overpayments which often accumulate to thousands of 
dollars—a significant hardship to repay for individuals with limited income. 
Specifically, in 2019, an SSA research publication found that of 
individuals who had at least one month of benefit suspension due to work 

                                                                                                                       
54The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel, “Voices for Change: 
Beneficiaries Paving the Way to Work, A Roadmap to Program Improvement”, Beneficiary 
Summit (Atlanta, GA: February 6-7, 2007). Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory 
Panel, “Building on the Ticket: A New Paradigm for Investing in Economic Self-Sufficiency 
for People with Significant Disabilities”, Final Report to the President and Congress, Year 
Eight of the Panel (December 2007). 

55GAO, Disability Insurance: SSA Could Do More to Prevent Overpayments or Incorrect 
Waivers to Beneficiaries, GAO-16-34 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 29, 2015). As of August 
2021, SSA took sufficient action to address five of the seven recommendations; however 
one recommendation—to further help beneficiaries navigate complex work reporting 
requirements—remains open, and another—to oversee staff efforts to screen work 
reports—was closed as unimplemented.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-34
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from 2010 to 2012, 71 percent were overpaid.56 It found that 
overpayments lasted for a median of 9 months and accrued a median 
amount of $9,282. In 2018, SSA’s OIG reported that, 77 of 97 sampled 
beneficiaries who earned above SGA (79 percent) were overpaid. 
Additionally, among overpaid individuals in the sample who reported their 
earnings in a timely manner, SSA took an average of 155 days 
(approximately 5 months) to process reported earnings and assess the 
effect on benefits. In some cases, it took the agency 6-10 months. The 
OIG concluded that this led to overpayments that could have been 
avoided.57  

Complexity of work incentive rules. The complexity of the work 
incentives may also be a barrier to participation in Ticket. An expert panel 
convened by SSA in 2019 found that the complexity of work rules 
constituted a barrier to returning to work for beneficiaries and an 
administrative challenge to SSA.58 SSA’s guide to work incentives for DI 
and SSI beneficiaries is over 50 pages. According to experts we 
interviewed, these work incentives are complex and beneficiaries can get 
different answers depending on who they talk to. For example, one 
disability advocate said that the work incentives are so numerous and 
complex that even within SSA only a small number of specialists 
understand them. In addition, a VR official said many of those tasked with 
administering Ticket struggle to accurately and persuasively communicate 
its benefits to beneficiaries.  

SSA has taken various actions to address this complexity. For example, 
SSA’s Work Incentives Planning and Assistance program, which consists 
of about 74 projects nationwide, provides free benefits counseling and 
strives to help beneficiaries navigate the agency’s complex rules. In 
addition, in its fiscal year 2021 budget request, SSA submitted a 
legislative proposal to simplify several provisions for working DI 

                                                                                                                       
56Denise Hoffman, 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): 65. 

57SSA Office of the Inspector General, Incorrect Payments to Disabled Beneficiaries Who 
Return to Work, Audit Report No. A-07-17-50131 (May 2018).  

58Abt Associates, Post-Entitlement Earnings Simplification Demonstration Technical 
Experts Panel Meeting Final Report (Rockville: MD: 2019). 
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beneficiaries.59 The proposal would eliminate several work incentives in 
favor of a simplified structure and a more gradual reduction of disability 
benefits as beneficiaries’ earnings increase.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to our analysis of SSA’s most recent data, the estimated costs 
to SSA of Ticket to Work exceeded the estimated savings in disability 
benefits paid by $806 million from 2002 through 2015.60 The costs of 
Ticket included service provider payments and administrative costs. The 
savings were the estimated reduced disability benefits to Ticket 
participants that exceeded those of similar nonparticipants.61 After 
participating in Ticket, participants were entitled to about $568 million less 
                                                                                                                       
59Social Security Administration, FY 2021 Congressional Justification, 
https://www.ssa.gov/budget/FY21Files/2021BO.pdf. 

60The act that established Ticket mentions the potential to bring about significant savings 
to Social Security Trust Funds by individuals with disabilities reducing or eliminating their 
disability benefits. However, the program was not specifically designed or required to be 
self-financing. 

61We limited our analysis to the costs and savings incurred by SSA. Additional costs and 
savings to the federal government (e.g., forgone Medicare benefits) or individuals (e.g., 
changes in healthcare costs) were outside the scope of our analysis. Our estimates are 
based on a statistical modeling approach for comparing Ticket participants to 
nonparticipants. While our model improves upon approaches in other studies that did not 
control for differing characteristics of participants and nonparticipants, it cannot account 
for all the factors that may have influenced decisions to participate in Ticket. Within the 
constraints of our model, results presented in this report were statistically significant at the 
5 percent level unless otherwise noted. For more information on the matching 
methodology we used to construct the group of similar nonparticipants and estimate 
savings, as well as the limitations of our analysis, see appendix I. We considered 
alternative approaches to analyzing the savings from Ticket such as using a “benefits 
forgone for work” variable developed by SSA; however, unlike our approach, this variable 
ignores changes to benefits associated with non-work reasons such as medical recovery. 
Appendix III provides savings estimates derived from this and other approaches. 

Ticket to Work Costs 
Exceeded Estimated 
Savings in Disability 
Benefits, and Benefit 
Overpayments 
Further Reduced 
Savings 

Ticket Costs Have 
Exceeded Savings in 
Benefits since Program’s 
Inception 

https://www.ssa.gov/budget/FY21Files/2021BO.pdf
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in benefits than similar nonparticipants from 2002 through 2015.62 During 
this time, SSA spent about $896 million in payments to Ticket service 
providers and $479 million in administrative costs (see table 1). 

Table 1: Estimated SSA Savings of Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program 
(Ticket), 2002-2015  

 2002-2015 savings, in 
millions of 2020 dollars 

Reduced disability benefits to participants 568 
Payments to service providers -896 
Administrative costs -479 
Total -806 

Source: GAO analysis of Social Security Administration (SSA) data. | GAO-22-104031 

Note: Benefit savings were estimated by comparing benefit entitlements for Ticket participants to 
benefit entitlements for similar nonparticipants over the same time period. The estimate of savings 
from reduced disability benefits was statistically significant at the 5 percent level. The margin of error 
for the estimate of reduced disability benefits to participants was +/-$77 million. Numbers do not total 
exactly because of rounding. 

 

Ticket generated net losses for SSA in each year we analyzed. That is, 
the savings in reduced benefits to Ticket participants did not outweigh the 
costs of payments to Ticket service providers and administrative costs. 
On this basis, the program had estimated net losses each year from 2002 
through 2015 (see fig. 6). 

                                                                                                                       
62Despite having data through 2018, we analyzed data through 2015 because, according 
to SSA officials, key elements such as the benefits due to beneficiaries are generally not 
reliable for 3 years pending annual, retrospective updates. We provide analysis through 
2018 in appendix III. 
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Figure 6: Estimated Net Loss to SSA from Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency 
Program (Ticket), by Year, 2002-2015 

 
Note: Benefit savings were estimated by comparing benefit entitlements for Ticket participants to 
benefit entitlements for similar nonparticipants over the same time period using Social Security 
Administration (SSA) data on monthly disability benefits due to recipients. Savings estimates were all 
statistically significant at the 5 percent level for each year except 2005 and the margin of error for 
each year ranged from a minimum of +/- $1.2 million for 2002 to a maximum of +/-$12.3 million for 
2015. 

 

The percentage of Ticket participants who left the disability rolls was 
modestly higher than that of similar nonparticipants. However, this 
positive effect was not large enough to outweigh SSA costs. According to 
our analysis, 5 years after starting the program, a greater percentage of 
participants than nonparticipants left the rolls due to work (5.1 versus 2.4 
percent). However, the savings from beneficiaries leaving the rolls due to 
work were partially offset by the decline in beneficiaries leaving the rolls 
for other reasons. For example, because Ticket participants were 
generally exempt from receiving medical continuing disability reviews 
(CDR), and according to an SSA researcher we spoke with, some of them 
may have left the rolls due to a CDR had they not participated in Ticket. In 
fact, Ticket participants were 1.5 percentage points less likely to leave the 
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rolls because of medical improvement or other reasons than similar 
nonparticipants 5 years after starting the program (see fig. 7).63 

Figure 7: Percentage of Beneficiaries Who Left SSA’s Disability Rolls 5 Years after Starting Ticket to Work versus Similar 
Nonparticipants, by Reason, 2002-2015 

 
Note: Percentages were computed for Ticket to Work participants who began the program from 2002 
through 2010 at 5 years after they started Ticket to Work and for a sample of similar nonparticipants. 
Estimates of percentages for participants and similar nonparticipants, as well as the differences 
between the two groups, were statistically significant at the 5 percent level. Parts may not sum to total 
because of rounding. 

 

Among Ticket participants, those who left the disability rolls tended to 
differ from those who did not in various ways. For example, SSI 
participants did not experience the same success in Ticket as DI 
participants did. This difference is likely related to the fact that SSI 
recipients generally have less employment experience because they do 
not necessarily have a work history as DI beneficiaries do. Additionally, 
Ticket participants with certain conditions were more likely to leave the 
rolls and had lower average benefit amounts than similar nonparticipants. 
For example, individuals with musculoskeletal disorders left the rolls at a 
higher rate or collected less in benefits after participating in Ticket than 
matched nonparticipants, while Ticket participants with intellectual 
disabilities left the rolls at a lower rate than their matched nonparticipants. 
Lastly, Ticket cohorts that started services from 2007 through 2009 were 
less likely to benefit from the program, potentially because their 

                                                                                                                       
63Examples of other reasons include unknown whereabouts and prison.  
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employment was affected by the 2007-2009 recession and its negative 
effect on the availability of jobs.64 

Our analysis was retrospective and focused on costs and savings from 
2002 through 2015; however, individuals who participated in Ticket during 
this period may or may not generate additional benefit savings relative to 
nonparticipants in the future. Whether future benefit savings for these 
past Ticket participants are greater or less than related costs depends on 
several factors, and estimates of future net savings are highly sensitive to 
assumptions about those factors. Factors include, but are not limited to: 

• Employment conditions. Just as the 2007-2009 recession likely had 
a negative impact on employment prospects for individuals with 
disabilities and on Ticket savings, future economic conditions will 
affect employment opportunities for individuals with disabilities. For 
example, the long-term work effect of COVID-19 pandemic on 
individuals with disabilities remains to be seen. 

• Overpayments. The extent to which SSA is able to prevent and 
efficiently recover overpayments in disability benefits will continue to 
affect future savings realized through Ticket. 

• Rate of beneficiaries leaving (or returning to) the disability rolls. 
Savings for Ticket are based in part on how many Ticket participants 
cease disability benefits beyond the number that would have done so 
without the program. Estimating the rates at which individuals leave 
the disability rolls—whether Ticket participants or nonparticipants—is 
subject to significant uncertainty due to numerous factors such as the 
impact of CDRs and behavioral changes as individuals age.65 
 

                                                                                                                       
64According to data from the Current Population Survey, between October 2008 and June 
2010, job losses among workers with disabilities far exceeded those of workers without 
disabilities, confirming prior research that suggests individuals with disabilities are 
particularly vulnerable to disruptions in the labor market. See Kaye, H. Stephen, “Impact of 
the 2007-09 Recession on Workers with Disabilities,” Monthly Lab. Rev. 133 (2010): 19. 

65This uncertainty is compounded when the key variable is not the absolute rates of 
individuals leaving the rolls, but rather the differences in rates between two groups—in this 
case, between Ticket participants and nonparticipants. Small changes in rates for one 
group can have a disproportionate effect on the projected differences between the two 
groups, sometimes even changing which group has more beneficiaries on the rolls. For 
example, the number of CDRs conducted affects the rates at which nonparticipant 
beneficiaries leave the rolls, but does not affect the rates for participants, who are 
generally exempt from these reviews.  
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The true net savings to SSA from Ticket may be lower than our estimates 
because our estimates do not include benefit overpayments to working 
participants and the costs of recovering those overpayments. Ticket 
participants are more likely to receive overpayments than nonparticipants 
because of their greater likelihood of earnings reducing their benefit 
amount. 

According to our estimates, in 2002 through 2015, Ticket participants 
were twice as likely to receive overpayments than similar nonparticipants 
were.66 This is because Ticket participants are more likely to earn above 
the SGA limit than nonparticipants. Specifically, an estimated 2.7 percent 
of all Ticket participants received overpayments 5 years after receiving 
services compared with 1.2 percent of all similar nonparticipants.67 
Earning above SGA puts people at risk for an overpayment because 
individuals may not report their earnings right away, and when they do, 
SSA may lag in receiving and processing beneficiaries’ new earnings 
information. Based on our analysis of SSA data, among Ticket 
participants who began the program from 2002 through 2010 and worked 
enough to temporarily or permanently leave the rolls over a 5-year period 
after starting the program, we estimate that approximately 96 percent 
received an overpayment of disability benefits. 

Overpayments to Ticket participants cost SSA in administrative expenses 
to recover overpayments, and some overpayments are not recovered at 
all. Both represent a cost of Ticket. Based on the data that are available 
on overpayments and overpayment recovery for disability recipients in 
general, we estimate that, of the $768 million in estimated overpayments, 
approximately $133 million to $169 million were unrecoverable costs. We 
                                                                                                                       
66Our estimates of overpayments were derived from historical SSA benefit data that were 
not designed to track overpayments to beneficiaries. Nonetheless, they are the best 
available data on the population of Ticket participants, and provide a reasonable indicator 
of the extent to which overpayments occur among them. For the purposes of this analysis, 
we defined an overpayment as a circumstance in which an individual received a benefit 
payment when they were not entitled to receive benefits. We did not assess whether 
individuals were entitled to a benefit or how much they were entitled to; rather, we relied 
on SSA data regarding benefits paid and benefits due. 

67Five years after receiving Ticket services, Ticket participants received benefits in almost 
the same proportion as similar nonparticipants: 93.0 percent of Ticket participants 
received any benefit compared to 92.7 percent of similar nonparticipants. However, only 
90.3 percent of Ticket participants were actually entitled to benefits according to SSA 
data, meaning that approximately 2.7 percent of Ticket participants likely received 
overpayments. In comparison, 91.5 percent of similar nonparticipants were entitled to 
benefits over the same period, with 1.2 percent likely receiving overpayments. 

Benefit Overpayments to 
Ticket Participants Likely 
Further Reduced Program 
Savings 
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were unable to estimate this precisely because SSA’s research data do 
not explicitly track overpayments to and subsequent repayment by 
beneficiaries, and no data are available on overpayment waiver rates to 
Ticket participants specifically.68 

SSA has had challenges preventing overpayments in the past and GAO 
has made a number of recommendations related to this issue, but 
challenges remain.69 For example, in April 2020, we recommended that 
SSA develop and implement a process to measure the effectiveness of 
the agency’s corrective actions for improper payments in DI and SSI. The 
agency agreed with this recommendation and, as of April 2021, is 
identifying and measuring the root causes of improper payments including 
overpayments, but noted challenges in isolating the impact of a single 
corrective action. Additionally, despite some progress in recent years in 
addressing overpayments, for example, by identifying working DI 
beneficiaries at risk of being overpaid, SSA management has not 
resolved lags in updating its information when beneficiaries self-report 
income or when SSA receives employer-reported data on earnings.70 In 
its annual performance plan for fiscal year 2021, SSA called for improving 
program integrity as a focus area and planned to address the root causes 

                                                                                                                       
68We derived the estimates of overpayments from the Disability Analysis File—which does 
not explicitly track overpayments—and other sources in the absence of data on 
overpayments to Ticket participants. For example, in 2015, GAO found that SSA waives 
about 12 percent of non-work related overpayments, on average, and for work-related 
overpayments in the DI program, SSA waives about 17 percent. According to published 
SSA sources, the cost of overpayment recovery is about 6 cents for every $1 recovered. 
We estimated the $133 million to $169 million cost of overpayments by applying published 
rates of waived overpayments and the cost of overpayment recovery to the estimated 
$768 million in overpayments. For more information on our analysis of overpayments, see 
appendix I. 

69See, for example, GAO’s current list of open priority recommendations for SSA, which 
includes three related to overpayments. GAO, Priority Open Recommendations: Social 
Security Administration, GAO-21-430PR (Washington, D.C.: June 3, 2021). 

70The SSA OIG stated in its 2018 report that once beneficiaries report their earnings, 
SSA’s processing of that information is beyond the beneficiaries’ control and they are 
likely to be unaware of the effect on their benefits. They may assume that SSA will stop 
their benefits when appropriate. SSA Office of the Inspector General, Incorrect Payments 
to Disabled Beneficiaries Who Return to Work,” Audit Report No. A-07-17-50131 
(Baltimore, MD: 2018).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-21-430PR
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of improper payments by improving wage reporting.71 Its efforts to 
enhance wage reporting capabilities are ongoing.72 

Despite these efforts, overpayments continue to be an issue for Ticket 
participants. Officials at one EN we spoke with stated that they spend a 
lot of time dealing with overpayments and that, despite their experience in 
helping Ticket participants prevent and resolve overpayments, there are 
still challenges. They stated that overpayments can go on for months 
after individuals have reported their income. Moreover, according to 
SSA’s Ticket to Work blog, individuals participating in Ticket may have 
misconceptions about wage reporting that are specific to the program. For 
example, the blog stated that Ticket participants may falsely believe that 
SSA is aware of their earnings by virtue of their being in the program or 
that their service provider is reporting their wages for them.73 In this way, 
Ticket participants face unique circumstances relative to other 
beneficiaries regarding overpayments. 

Federal guidance calls for programs that are susceptible to significant 
improper payments to ensure that root causes are identified and that 
effective plans exist to address them.74 In addition, SSA’s OIG 

                                                                                                                       
71Social Security Administration, “Annual Performance Report Fiscal Years 2019-2021: 
Annual Performance Plan for Fiscal Year 2021.” 

72In 2016, SSA launched a pilot to decrease the time to benefit cessation for those 
individuals who report earnings online through the Wage Reporting Pilot, which involves 
gathering more timely data through a wage reporting app. To date, SSA has not reported 
on the results of this pilot. 

73Social Security Administration, Ticket to Work Blog, “Money Mondays: Wage Reporting - 
Myths, Tips and Ticket to Work” (May 15, 2017), accessed August 10, 2021, 
https://choosework.ssa.gov/blog/2017-05-15-mm-wage-reporting-myths-tips-and-ticket-to-
work. 

74Office of Management and Budget, Appendix C to OMB Circular A-123, Requirements 
for Payment Integrity Improvement, OMB Memorandum M-21-19 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 
5, 2021). Overpayments are one type of improper payment, which are defined as any 
payment that should not have been made or that was made in an incorrect amount 
(including overpayments and underpayments) under statutory, contractual, administrative, 
or other legally applicable requirements. Additionally, not all overpayments are improper 
payments. We did not conduct a complete analysis of improper payments or examine SSA 
data that specifically track improper payments. Prior GAO work has focused on SSA 
overpayments (see Disability Insurance: SSA Could Do More to Prevent Overpayments or 
Incorrect Waivers to Beneficiaries, GAO-16-34 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 29, 2015) and 
improper payments more broadly (see Payment Integrity: Selected Agencies Should 
Improve Efforts to Evaluate Effectiveness of Corrective Actions to Reduce Improper 
Payments, GAO-20-336 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 1, 2020). 

https://choosework.ssa.gov/blog/2017-05-15-mm-wage-reporting-myths-tips-and-ticket-to-work
https://choosework.ssa.gov/blog/2017-05-15-mm-wage-reporting-myths-tips-and-ticket-to-work
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-34
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-336
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recommended that SSA annually review its existing corrective actions on 
improper payments to determine whether any action can be intensified or 
expanded in order to yield a higher return on investment in terms of 
reduced or prevented improper payments.75 However, SSA has not 
conducted a root cause analysis that identifies the key reasons 
overpayments occur among Ticket participants, which may be different for 
other working beneficiaries. According to SSA officials, the agency has 
not yet conducted an analysis of overpayments specific to Ticket because 
Ticket participants are not easily identifiable in current overpayment data, 
and designing a study of improper payments to Ticket participants 
specifically would take time and resources to develop and execute. 

Overpayments negatively affect SSA and Ticket in several ways. SSA 
loses millions of dollars annually from overpayments to Ticket participants 
who as a group are more likely to earn at or above SGA than other 
beneficiaries. However, SSA’s plans do not include corrective actions 
specifically for this group, thus the agency may be inefficiently using its 
resources to address overpayments. Moreover, Ticket participants are 
disproportionately burdened by overpayments. Participants who have 
achieved the stated goals of Ticket and reported their income correctly 
may nevertheless receive overpayments for many months, which they 
then have to pay back. Overpayments may be especially burdensome if 
the recipients were not aware that they were overpaid and spent the 
money. Ticket service providers also dedicate resources to helping 
participants manage overpayments. Finally, fear of overpayment debt 
may deter other beneficiaries from participating in Ticket, which further 
reduces the program’s effectiveness. 

Part of the goal of Ticket to Work was to expand employment services 
and opportunities for disability beneficiaries, and our analysis indicates 
that Ticket participants overall experienced modest employment gains 
compared to similar nonparticipants. Although not an explicit goal of the 
program, Ticket has not yielded net savings for SSA according to our 
estimates. However, past participants could potentially generate future 
savings. 

Our analysis also demonstrates that benefit overpayments 
disproportionately affect Ticket participants because they were more likely 
to have earnings above SGA. Ticket participants receiving overpayments 
                                                                                                                       
75SSA Office of the Inspector General, The Social Security Administration’s Compliance 
with the Improper Payments Elimination and Recovery Improvement Act of 2012 in the 
Fiscal Year 2016 Agency Financial Report, A-15-17-50255 (Washington, D.C.: May 2017). 

Conclusions 
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may include those who followed the program rules by appropriately 
reporting their earnings in a timely manner. Still others may have left the 
disability rolls because of their earnings, consistent with the vision of the 
program, but then were burdened by repayment obligations to SSA. Until 
SSA improves its efforts to prevent overpayments among Ticket 
participants specifically, it will continue burdening many beneficiaries who 
succeed in the program, and annually forgo millions of dollars in potential 
savings for the agency and taxpayers. In addition, the status quo may 
deter other beneficiaries from participating in Ticket and reaping the 
monetary and non-monetary benefits of work. Moreover, until SSA targets 
some of its overpayment prevention efforts in a way that considers the 
disproportionate receipt of overpayments by Ticket participants versus 
disability beneficiaries generally, the agency may be combating 
overpayments inefficiently. 

The Commissioner of Social Security should identify the root causes of 
overpayments to Ticket to Work participants specifically then take 
appropriate actions to address them. (Recommendation 1) 
 

We provided a draft of this report to SSA for review and comment. In its 
comments, reproduced in appendix IV, SSA agreed with our 
recommendation. SSA also provided technical comments, which we 
incorporated as appropriate. 

In its technical comments, SSA raised concerns about our use of SSA 
research data to measure overpayments among Ticket participants. While 
we recognize that these data were not designed to track overpayments, 
they are the best available data on benefit payments to Ticket 
participants. Given the concerns raised by experts we interviewed about 
the effects of overpayments on Ticket participants and prospective 
participants, we believe that it is important to understand the magnitude of 
this issue using the best available data. In the report, we state that these 
data provide reasonable indicators of the extent to which overpayments 
occur. A detailed explanation of our methods and the steps we took to 
address some of the limitations in the data can be found in appendix I. 

In addition, in its technical comments, SSA agreed that overpayments are 
a problem for the agency, but added that the problem is separate from 
Ticket. SSA wrote that overpayments are associated with work, how work 
is reported, and how long it takes the agency to adjust benefit amounts 
accordingly. However, we found that Ticket participants are more likely to 
work than nonparticipants. In addition, participants face unique 

Recommendation for 
Executive Action 

Agency Comments 
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circumstances due to their ties to service providers. For example, Ticket 
participants may mistakenly think that service providers report their 
earnings to SSA. SSA also commented that Ticket should not be judged 
on how well the agency adjusts benefit payments. However, 
overpayments to Ticket participants cost the agency disproportionately 
more than for nonparticipants. Moreover, while the agency views the 
issue of overpayments as separate from Ticket, participants are not 
aware of these organizational divisions within SSA; rather their 
experience with Ticket is affected by the potential to receive an 
overpayment. Ultimately, the agency is responsible for administering 
Ticket and providing accurate benefit payments. 

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional 
committees, the Acting Commissioner of Social Security, and other 
interested parties. In addition, the report will be available at no charge on 
the GAO website at https://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at (202) 512-7215 or curdae@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices 
of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last 
page of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report 
are listed in appendix V. 

 
Elizabeth H. Curda 
Director, Education, Workforce, and Income Security Issues 

 

http://www.gao.gov/
mailto:curdae@gao.gov
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In this review of the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program (Ticket 
or Ticket to Work), we addressed three key research objectives: (1) how 
participation in the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) Ticket changed 
over time, (2) to what extent Ticket led to increased earnings and other 
benefits for participants, and (3) how the costs and savings of Ticket 
compared over time. This appendix provides a detailed account of the 
data and methods we used to answer these questions. Section 1 
describes the key data sources. Sections 2, 3, and 4 describe methods 
we used to answer the research questions, respectively. 

We conducted this performance audit from January 2020 to October 2021 
in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

To answer our research objectives, we used SSA beneficiary and 
program operations data from the Disability Analysis File (DAF), which 
SSA maintains for research purposes. The DAF is a longitudinal dataset 
that includes information on Disability Insurance (DI) and Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) beneficiaries who were younger than full retirement 
age and who received disability benefits in any month since 1996. The 
DAF contains data on the disability determination process, program 
participation, and use of services provided by employment networks (EN) 
through Ticket and state vocational rehabilitation agencies (VR). The DAF 
is updated annually, and we used the most recent year available, the 
DAF18. The DAF18 contains data on these variables from January 1994 
through December 2018, although some variables are only available for a 
portion of the time range. 

In addition to the SSA administrative data in the DAF, we also made use 
of two files linked to the DAF—the Rehabilitation Services Administration 
Case Services Report (RSA-911) files and the Master Earnings File 
(MEF). Both files are comprised of non-SSA data but are matched to SSA 
data, and we acquired these files from SSA. To analyze use of services 
provided by VRs, we used a DAF-linkable version of the RSA-911 file 
maintained by the Department of Education. These data are based on 
RSA-911 files on VR cases from 1997 through December 2018. To 
analyze earnings outcomes of Ticket participants and similar 
nonparticipants, we used a DAF-linkable version of the MEF. The MEF 
contains annual earnings data based on tax records collected by the 
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Internal Revenue Service. The DAF-linkable MEF extract contains data 
on DAF beneficiaries from 1987 through 2018. Table 2 provides an 
overview of each of these data files. 

Table 2: Data Files Used in Analysis of Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program (Ticket) 

Data file Federal agency 
responsible for 
collecting data 

Population covered Type of information in 
file 

Years 
covered 

Review 
objectives for 

which data used  
Disability Analysis Files 
from 2018 (DAF18) 

Social Security 
Administration 

Disability beneficiaries, 
including SSI and DI 
recipientsa 

Beneficiary-level 
demographic, benefits, 
Ticket, and payment 
information 

1994-
2018 

1,2,3 

Rehabilitation Services 
Administration Case 
Services Report (RSA-
911) 

Department of 
Education 

Individuals served by 
state vocational 
rehabilitation agencies 

Vocational rehabilitation 
case data 

1997-
2018 

1,2,3  

Master Earnings File 
(MEF)b 

Social Security 
Administration 

Disability beneficiaries, 
including SSI and DI 
recipientsa 

Detailed annual earnings 
data based on W-2 
information 

1987-
2018 

2 

Source: GAO analysis of Social Security Administration (SSA) and Department of Education data. | GAO-22-104031 
aSSI refers to Supplemental Security Income; DI refers to Disability Insurance. 
bEach year employers and the Internal Revenue Service send information to the SSA on the earnings 
of the U.S. working population. SSA stores this earnings information as the MEF. 

 

For each of the datasets described above, we conducted a data reliability 
assessment of selected variables by conducting electronic data tests for 
completeness and accuracy, reviewing documentation on the dataset, 
and interviewing knowledgeable officials about how the data were 
collected and maintained and their appropriate uses. Specifically: 

• We tested the completeness, consistency, and logic of the variables 
we used to measure Ticket eligibility and participation, and other 
characteristics of Ticket participants and nonparticipants. Our analysis 
of Ticket participation generally included all individuals who received 
SSA disability benefits and were eligible, based on SSA’s 
determination, for Ticket in any month from 2002 through 2018. We 
excluded a small percentage of beneficiaries in the Ticket files who 
did not have demographic data, or who had missing or invalid date of 
birth or gender information. We also excluded those who had reached 
full retirement age or died before January 2002. These exclusions 
accounted for less than 0.5 percent of all Ticket participants, and less 
than 3 percent of all other beneficiaries in the DAF Ticket files. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104031
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• We performed a variety of electronic checks to assess the reliability of 
the MEF earnings data and took several steps to clean the data. We 
also adjusted a small fraction of records that reported annual earnings 
that were very extreme in value under the assumption that these were 
data errors. We replaced negative dollar amounts with zeros. We also 
top-coded dollar amounts at $1 million in 1987 dollars ($2.2 million in 
2020 dollars) by replacing values that were greater than $1 million 
with the respective nominal amount that year (based on the 
Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earners and Clerical Workers, 
or CPI-W). In total, we adjusted one or more earnings records of less 
than 1 percent of the Ticket participants and of the similar 
nonparticipants in our analysis. 

• We adjusted all dollar amounts to 2020 using the CPI-W, the most 
recent year that an annual Consumer Price Index adjustment factor 
was available. 

• Although the version of the DAF that we analyzed contains monthly 
data on disability benefits due through 2018, we restricted our savings 
analysis from 2002 through 2015 because data for 2016 through 2018 
are subject to ongoing revision. According to SSA officials, more 
recent years of DAF data may be revised as SSA acquires information 
that may affect beneficiary eligibility and payments, a process known 
as retrospective updating. According to SSA officials, updates after 3 
years are uncommon. However, data less than 3 years old in the DAF 
may underreport suspensions and terminations, while benefits due 
may be revised downward after earnings data are updated. The 
additional results for 2016 through 2018 are provided in appendix III. 
 

We determined that the variables that we used from the data we reviewed 
were reliable for estimating program participation, disability benefits, and 
earnings of Ticket participants. 

To address our first research objective on how participation and service 
provider involvement in Ticket changed over time, we analyzed 
beneficiary and program operations data from the DAF. We based total 
Ticket participation on the number of beneficiaries in the DAF who had 
ever had a Ticket assignment recorded from 2002, when Ticket began, 
through 2018, the most recent year available at the time of our analysis. 

We measured annual participation in Ticket by the number of 
beneficiaries who started Ticket each year. To determine the year an 
individual began Ticket services, we used the earlier of two dates: the 
Ticket assignment date or the earliest date in the RSA-911 file that the 

Section 2: Analysis of 
Participation and Provider 
Payments 

Determining Year Services 
begin for a Ticket Participant 
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Ticket participant signed a VR Individualized Plan for Employment. Ticket 
participants with multiple Ticket assignments or whose assignment lasted 
longer than a year were counted only in the year that they first started 
services. This differs from some previous analyses that have relied on 
Ticket assignments and did not use RSA-911 data to examine 
participation.1 We used RSA-911 data to determine when Ticket 
participants started their services to account for a change in how SSA 
recorded Ticket participation. According to SSA officials, prior to 2010, 
VRs underreported Ticket assignments. When SSA automated the 
process through which it records VR-based Ticket participation, many 
delinquent Ticket assignments were incorrectly recorded as occurring in 
2011 and 2012. 

Using the RSA-911 enabled us to identify when individuals actually began 
services with a state VR agency and calculate correct participation for the 
earlier years of Ticket. However, in some cases, such as when individuals 
started VR services prior to entitlement for disability benefits, they may be 
recorded as starting Ticket services prior to receiving benefits. In these 
cases, for the purposes of counting annual participation in Ticket, we 
counted the beneficiary as a Ticket participant in the year that the 
individual was first paid disability benefits (based on monthly benefit data 
from 1997 through 2018); however, for describing changes in participation 
over time from 2002 through 2018, we do not report anyone who started 
VR prior to 2002. 

Nonparticipants, as we define them, are beneficiaries in the DAF who 
were eligible to participate in Ticket according to SSA data, but who never 
assigned a ticket, or received VR services outside Ticket, from 2002 
through 2018 based on our examination of the DAF and DAF-linkable 
RSA-911 files. To compare Ticket participants to other eligible 
nonparticipants, we examined the characteristics in the DAF of both 
groups of these beneficiaries. For characteristics that can change over 
time, such as the type of disability benefits that individuals receive, we 
used information from the earliest year that the beneficiary was paid 

                                                                                                                       
1Two examples are the SSA Office of the Inspector General 2018 report, The Social 
Security Administration’s Programs and Projects that Assist Beneficiaries in Returning to 
Work, and the Mathematica Policy Research 2011 report (updated in 2013), Provider 
Experiences Under the Revised Ticket to Work Regulations. 

Definition of Ticket 
Nonparticipants 
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disability benefits—which may predate when the beneficiary started 
Ticket services—based on monthly data from 1997 through 2018.2 

To analyze SSA payments to service providers we used data in the DAF 
on payments to ENs and VRs associated with Ticket and SSA’s 
traditional cost-reimbursement programs. To report on changes in the 
amount of these payments over time, we used information on the provider 
type associated with the payment (either VR or EN) and the date when 
the payment was processed. 

We acknowledge the following limitations with this methodology for 
reporting on Ticket participation: 

• Our analysis of Ticket participation examines beneficiary use of VR 
and EN employment services only among those who have assigned a 
ticket. Our approach for counting Ticket participants is consistent with 
how SSA defines Ticket participation, but it does not capture use of 
employment services outside Ticket, including those provided by VRs 
to beneficiaries who never assigned a ticket. 

• Some Ticket participants who assigned tickets to ENs also signed an 
Individualized Plan for Employment with a VR. Since we used the 
date that the Individualized Plan for Employment was signed to record 
when Ticket services started, our methodology characterizes any 
Ticket participant’s use of VR services as Ticket participation, 
including the relatively small number of cases when a ticket was never 
assigned to a VR but was assigned to an EN. This methodology is 
appropriate for reporting on Ticket participants’ use of employment 
services by VRs and ENs, but may capture use of services that 
neither the VR nor the individual considered Ticket participation at the 
time.3 
 

                                                                                                                       
2See section 3 for additional information on the variables that we examined. 

3About 1.5 percent of Ticket participants from 2002 through 2018 in our analysis signed a 
VR Individualized Plan for Employment during this period but did not assign a Ticket to a 
VR. These beneficiaries participated in Ticket by assigning a ticket to an EN, but in most 
cases we used the date the Individualized Plan for Employment was signed to determine 
when Ticket services started. This methodology for determining when Ticket services 
began may also have implications for our analysis of Ticket participants’ earnings and 
program savings and costs. Nevertheless, the relatively small number of Ticket 
participants who signed a VR Individualized Plan for Employment but did not assign a 
Ticket to a VR suggests that an alternative methodology in these cases would have little 
effect on our findings.  

SSA Payments to Service 
Providers 

Limitations 
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To address our second research objective related to participant earnings, 
we analyzed data from the DAF and the DAF-linked Master Earnings File 
(MEF) and used statistical matching methods to estimate Ticket’s effect 
on earnings. To describe the extent to which the program has led to non-
quantifiable benefits for participants, we conducted a literature review of 
21 peer-reviewed articles as well as interviewed 14 representatives from 
organizations representing or serving people with disabilities. To provide 
related context, we reviewed SSA publications, relevant federal laws and 
regulations, and prior GAO reports; and interviewed SSA officials, service 
providers, and disability policy experts, including advocates for individuals 
with disabilities. 

To estimate changes in beneficiary earnings attributable to participation in 
Ticket, we compared the earnings trajectories of Ticket participants 
before and after starting services to what we expected they would have 
earned in the absence of participating in the program. To do this, we 
compared (1) the earnings of Ticket participants to (2) earnings of a group 
of similar nonparticipants that closely resembled the Ticket participants on 
a set of characteristics that could be associated with either the likelihood 
of participating in Ticket services or the expected disability benefits 
received in subsequent months. We used statistical matching methods to 
construct this comparison group of nonparticipants and adjust for 
differences between the two groups. 

Using these matching methods, we estimated, for each Ticket participant 
in our analysis the amount of annual earnings in the absence of Ticket 
services, based on the amount earned by an actual similar nonparticipant. 
We chose the nonparticipant to have the same gender, disabling 
impairment, SSA disability program enrollments, and state of residence 
as the Ticket participant (i.e., we made exact matches between Ticket 
participants and nonparticipants on these characteristics). We also 
ensured that similar nonparticipants had similar values on other attributes 
such as age, primary insurance amount, and prior entitlement for 
disability benefits. These characteristics did not have to match exactly; 
however, we ensured that the distribution of these characteristics was 
similar for participants and nonparticipants (see table 3 for a complete 
list). We selected the beneficiary characteristics that we used in our 
matching analysis based on a review of select prior evaluations of Ticket 
and Vocational Rehabilitation. Appendix II describes our matching 
methods in more detail.  

Section 3: Analysis of 
Ticket Participants’ 
Earnings 

Earnings Analysis 
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Table 3: Characteristics Used to Identify and Match Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program (Ticket) Participants with 
Similar Nonparticipants 

Panel A: Beneficiary characteristics matched exactly between participants and nonparticipants: 
Gender 
Primary disabling impairment, during the first year paid disability benefitsa, b (8 categories) 
SSA program, during month first paid disability benefitsa (DI, SSI, concurrent) 
State of residence, during first year paid disability benefitsa 
Whether entitled to disability benefits as a child 
Whether eligible to participate in Ticket by the end of service start yearc 
Whether eligibility for Ticket was established in August 2008 or later by the end of service start yearc 
Whether ever considered expected to medically improve by end of service start yearc 
Panel B: Beneficiary characteristics matched for similar distributions between participants and nonparticipants: 
Characteristics recorded during first year paid disability benefitsa 
• Adjudicative level of disability decision 
• Education level (6 categories) 
• Living arrangement for SSI benefitsd 
• Medical improvement code (expected, possible, not expected, or not available) 
• Member of SSI coupled 
• Number of dependents for DI benefitse 
• Primary disabling impairment (23 categories) 
• Whether statutorily blind 
Characteristics recorded at the end of the year Ticket services startedc 
• Age 
• Number of years since the earliest entitlement for disability benefits 
• Number of years since first eligible to participate in Ticket  
• Number of years since first paid benefitsa 
• Number of years since onset of disability 
Characteristics recorded before the year Ticket services startedc 
• Whether the individual was in current pay status for disability benefits during the prior year 
• Whether the individual was in current pay status for disability benefits during the year before the prior year 
• Whether the individual was paid disability benefits during the prior year 
• Whether the individual was paid disability benefits during the year before the prior year 
Characteristics recorded on earliest disability determination record 
• Regulatory basis for disability determination 
• SSA program associated with the record (DI or SSI) 
• Whether disability is permanent 
• Whether record source is an 831 form, or 832/833 form 
Other characteristics 
• Age when the individual was first entitled to disability benefits 
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• Earliest recorded primary insurance amount, adjusted for changes in the national average wage index over timee 
• Whether individual was a DI adult child 
• Whether individual was a DI widowe 
• Whether individual was born outside the United States 

Source: GAO analysis of Social Security Administration data. | GAO-22-104031 

Note: SSA refers to the Social Security Administration; SSI refers to Supplemental Security Income; 
DI refers to Disability Insurance. We did not estimate or impute data regarding program eligibility, 
entitlement, or legal disability determinations; any such characteristics were determined by SSA and 
recorded in the Disability Analysis File (DAF). 
aWe measured when individuals were paid disability benefits using monthly payment data from 1997 
through 2018. 
bWe measured each individual’s primary disabling impairment during the year that they were first paid 
disability benefits (based on monthly data from 1997 through 2018) using a variable in the DAF that 
SSA constructed from various administrative source files. In consultation with the DAF 
documentation, we recoded the raw impairment information into 23 categories, including unknown or 
missing, used by SSA in development of the SSI Annual Statistical Supplement. We required exact 
matches on a version of this variable that we further aggregated into 8 categories based on a 
grouping in the 2015 DAF Public Use Files. We also matched the distribution of the 23-category 
version of the variable. 
cFor Ticket participants who started services after they were first paid benefits, we derived 
characteristics relative to when they started services using either the Ticket assignment date, or the 
earliest date they signed a Vocational Rehabilitation Individualized Plan for Employment, whichever 
came first. For those who started services prior to when they were first paid benefits, we instead 
derived these variables using the year they were first paid benefits. 
dUsed only for individuals who were paid SSI benefits (including concurrent beneficiaries). 
eUsed only for individuals who were paid DI benefits (including concurrent beneficiaries). 

 

We measured Ticket participants’ and nonparticipants’ annual earnings 
using data in the DAF-linkable MEF, which contains information from tax 
records. This file includes all workers with earnings subject to federal tax. 
The variables from this file that we used to measure annual earnings 
combines total earnings from each employer and self-employment in a 
given year. 

We measured the percentage of Ticket participants and similar 
nonparticipants who were employed at substantial gainful activity (SGA) 
or above using historical information from SSA on monthly SGA amounts 
for nonblind individuals.4 For example, to compute the number of Ticket 
participants employed at SGA or above in a given year, we annualized 
the respective monthly SGA amount and compared it to the participants’ 
annual earnings. 

                                                                                                                       
4For 2021, SSA defined SGA as earning above $1,310 per month for nonblind individuals. 
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We conducted our earnings analysis on the same samples of Ticket 
participants and similar nonparticipants that we used in our analysis of 
reduced disability benefits (see section 4), but excluded some individuals 
to facilitate comparisons before and after starting Ticket services. We 
excluded from our earnings analysis Ticket participants who started 
services before they were first paid disability benefits (based on monthly 
data from 1997 through 2018) to isolate Ticket impacts from other 
changes to individuals’ earnings before they got on the rolls. We also 
restricted our analysis to Ticket participants who started services from 
2002 through 2013—excluding those who started in 2014 or later—so 
that each participant in our analysis would have at least 5 years of data 
after starting services for us to examine. For this reason, we also 
excluded participants who reached full retirement age within 5 years of 
starting services. We applied these restrictions to the sample of similar 
nonparticipants, and excluded those who were matched to one of the 
excluded Ticket participants, to maintain comparability between the two 
samples. As a result of one of these restrictions, we excluded 34 percent 
of the Ticket participants, and 33 percent of the similar nonparticipants 
that we had included in our benefits analysis. 

To collect information on potential non-monetary benefits Ticket 
participants may experience, we conducted a literature review of 
academic studies. We identified the majority of the studies we reviewed 
through systematic searches of databases such as ProQuest, Scopus, 
and EBSCO using search terms such as “ticket to work,” “disability,” 
“work,” “employment,” “non-monetary,” “non-pecuniary,” and 
“psychological,” among others. We searched for scholarly and peer-
reviewed publications, government reports, and think tank reports. We 
also reviewed studies recommended during expert interviews as well as 
some included in the bibliographies of key studies on the topic of the 
nonmonetary benefits of work for individuals with disabilities. 

We used three criteria to target our literature search. To be included, 
studies had to: 

1. define or identify non-monetary benefits of employment for individuals 
with disabilities using sufficiently reliable qualitative or quantitative 
methods; 

2. be peer-reviewed papers or government reports; and 
3. be published domestically or internationally. 

 

Earnings: Study Population 
and Exclusions 

Review of Non-monetary 
Benefits 
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This search yielded a total of 44 potential sources of information. Each 
article was reviewed by at least two analysts for the sufficiency and 
reliability of its methods for the purposes of providing information 
regarding the non-monetary benefits of employment or employment 
related programs to individuals with disabilities. This process yielded 21 
articles that we determined to be sufficiently reliable for these purposes 
(see table 4). 

Table 4: Studies Reviewed on Non-monetary Benefits of Work for Individuals with Disabilities 

Year Title Authors Source 
1993 Cost-effectiveness of supported employment McCaughrin, W. B.; Ellis, W. K.; Rusch, F. R.; 

Heal, L. W. 
Mental Retardationa 

1995 A Benefit-Cost Analysis of a Supported 
Employment Model for Persons with 
Psychiatric Disabilities 

Rogers, E. Sally; Sciarappa, Kenneth; 
MacDonald-Wilson, Kim; Danley, Karen 

Evaluation and 
program planning 

1999 Rehabilitation programmes and quality of life in 
severe mental illness 

Browne, S. International Journal of 
Social Psychiatry 

2000 The Net Effects of the Project NetWork Return-
to-Work Case Management Experiment on 
Participant Earnings, Benefit Receipt, and 
Other Outcomes.  

Kornfeld, R., & Rupp, K.  Social Security Bulletin 

2001 Does Competitive Employment Improve 
Nonvocational Outcomes for People With 
Severe Mental Illness? 

Bond, Gary R.; Resnick, Sandra G.; Bebout, 
Richard R.; Drake, Robert E.; Xie, Haiyi; 
McHugo, Gregory J. 

Journal of Consulting 
and Clinical Psychology 

2002 The difference a job makes: The effects of 
employment among people with disabilities 

Schur, Lisa Journal of Economic 
Issues 

2003 Work and employment for people with 
psychiatric disabilities 

Boardman, Jed; Grove, Bob; Perkins, Rachel; 
Shepherd, Geoff 

The British Journal of 
Psychiatry 

2008 Mental health service users’ experiences of 
returning to paid employment 

Boyce, Melanie; Secker, Jenny; Johnson, 
Robyn; Floyd, Mike; Grove, Bob;  
Schneider, Justine; Slade, Jan 

Disability & Society 

2008 Feelings about work: A review of the socio‐
emotional impact of supported employment on 
people with intellectual disabilities  

Jahoda, Andrew; Kemp, Jeremy; Riddell, 
Sheila; and Banks, Pauline. 

Journal of Applied 
Research in Intellectual 
Disabilities 

2009 SESAMI study of employment support for 
people with severe mental health problems: 
12-month outcomes 

Schneider, Justine; Slade, Jan; Secker, Jenny; 
Rinaldi, Miles; Boyce, Melanie; Johnson, 
Robyn; Floyd, Mike; Grove, Bob 

Health & Social Care in 
the Community 

2010 Supported Employment for People with 
Intellectual Disability: The Effects of Job 
Breakdown on Psychological Well-Being 

Banks, Pauline; Jahoda,Andrew; Dagnan, 
Dave; Kemp, John; Williams, Victoria 

Journal of Applied 
Research in Intellectual 
Disabilities  

2012 Cost-benefit analysis for sheltered employment 
service programs for people with disabilities in 
Taiwan - A preliminary study 

Wang, Yun-Tung; Lin, Yi-Jiun; Shu, Ching-
Hsien 

Disability and 
Rehabilitation 
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Year Title Authors Source 
2014 What makes workers with disabilities happy? 

The importance of non-pecuniary 
characteristics 

Pagan, R. Health Economics  

2015 Psychosocial adjustment of Israeli veterans 
with disabilities: Does employment status 
matter? 

Araten-Bergman, Tal; Tal-Katz, Patricia; Stein, 
Michael Ashley 

Work 

2015 Does disability status modify the association 
between psychosocial job quality and mental 
health? A longitudinal fixed-effects analysis 

Milner, A.; Krnjacki, L.; Butterworth, P.; 
Kavanagh, A.; LaMontagne, A. D. 

Social Science and 
Medicine 

2016 Individual placement and support services 
boost employment for people with serious 
mental illnesses, but funding is lacking. 

Drake, Robert E.; Bond, Gary R.; 
Goldman,Howard H.; Hogan, Michael F.; 
Karakus, Mustafa. 

Health Affairs 

2017 The Relationship Between Hope, Social 
Inclusion, and Mental Wellbeing in Supported 
Employment 

Dunstan, Debra A.; Falconer, Amanda K.; 
Price, Ian R. 

The Australian Journal 
of Rehabilitation 
Counselling 

2018 “To fill the emptiness”: The importance of work 
in life history narratives of older adults with 
schizophrenia-spectrum diagnoses 

Ogden, Lydia P. Qualitative Social Work 

2018 Cost-effectiveness of supported employment 
adapted for people with affective disorders 

Sanjib Saha, Ulrika Bejerholm, Ulf-G Gerdtham 
& Johan Jarl 

Nordic Journal of 
Psychiatry 

2019 Inclusive Management Research: Persons with 
Disabilities and Self-Employment Activity as an 
Exemplar 

Martin, Bruce C.; Honig, Benson Journal of Business 
Ethics 

2020 Individual placement and support for young 
adults at risk of early work disability (the SEED 
trial). A randomized controlled trial 

Sveinsdottir, Vigdis, MSc; Lie, Stein Atle, PhD; 
Bond, Gary R., PhD; Eriksen, Hege R., PhD; 
Tveito, Torill H., PhD; Grasdal, Astrid L., DrPol; 
Reme, Silje E., PhD 

Scandinavian Journal 
of Work, Environment & 
Health 

Source: GAO review of studies on individuals with disabilities and benefits of work. | GAO-22-104031 

Note: Each of the studies met the criteria for inclusion in our review: (1) defined or identified non-
monetary benefits of employment for individuals with disabilities using sufficiently-reliable qualitative 
or quantitative methods; (2) were peer-reviewed papers or government reports; and (3) were 
published domestically or internationally. Additionally, two GAO analysts reviewed each study and 
determined they were of sufficient methodological quality to provide information on the non-monetary 
benefits of working for people with disabilities. 
aThe journal Mental Retardation was renamed Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities in 2007. 

 

• Although the statistical matching methods that we used in our analysis 
of Ticket participant earnings sought to improve on simple 
comparisons of participants and nonparticipants, our analysis of 
Ticket participant earnings did not seek to conduct a definitive 
evaluation of the causal effects of participating in the program. The 
matching analysis we employed is a quasi-experimental technique 
that is used to identify a control group of nonparticipants that are 
similar to participants. However, this technique has limitations. 
Specifically, these methods cannot account for all factors that may 

Limitations 
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have influenced the voluntary decisions of beneficiaries and some 
service providers to participate in Ticket, only those that we controlled 
for in our matching analysis. According to SSA officials, these factors 
may yield differences between participants and similar nonparticipants 
that do not coincide with the true causal effects of participating in the 
program in ways that are difficult to predict. For example, to the extent 
that Ticket participants may be more motivated to seek employment 
than other beneficiaries, our analysis may overstate the earnings 
impacts of the program. On the other hand, if Ticket participants have 
a greater need for employment services to reach their goals than 
other beneficiaries, our analysis may understate the true earnings 
impacts. 

• We conducted multiple validation checks to assess the 
appropriateness of our matching methods and we found our method 
met acceptable standards. However, as in any analysis, we 
acknowledge that matching using a different set of characteristics 
would yield different results. For more information on the matching 
technique, including the validation and robustness checks that we 
used, see appendix II. 

• To facilitate comparisons of earnings before and after starting 
services, we excluded from our earnings analysis certain Ticket 
participants who started services from 2002 through 2013. 
Specifically, we excluded those who started services before they were 
first paid disability benefits and older beneficiaries who would have 
reached full retirement age within 5 years of starting services. We also 
excluded those who died between 2002 and 2018 before reaching full 
retirement age. As a result of these exclusions, any differences that 
we reported between Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants 
may not be representative of all Ticket participants during our period 
of analysis. 

• The annual earnings data in the MEF report an individual’s total 
earnings, but the MEF does not contain information on the number of 
weeks or hours that individuals worked during that year. As a result, 
we cannot evaluate the extent to which any earnings differences 
between Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants can be 
attributed to differences in, for example, their work schedules (i.e., 
some working full time vs. part time) or wage levels. 
 

This section presents the methods we used to address the third research 
objective related to how the costs and savings of Ticket have compared 
over time. To examine the savings to SSA from Ticket, we used statistical 
matching methods to estimate the effect of Ticket on disability benefits by 

Section 4: Analysis of 
Ticket Savings and Costs 
to SSA 
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comparing program participants to similar nonparticipants while 
controlling for observable characteristics. To estimate the costs, we used 
DAF data on payments to Ticket service providers and SSA’s estimates 
of administrative costs for Ticket. In estimating costs and savings 
attributable to the program, we limited our analysis to those related to 
SSA.5 

Ticket generates savings for SSA when beneficiaries who participate in 
Ticket earn more than SGA such that they receive a lower disability 
benefit payment than they would have received had they not participated 
in the program. Using this definition of savings, the amount of reduced 
benefits attributable to Ticket is computed by comparing the amount of 
benefits a participating beneficiary received subsequent to starting 
services with the amount that they would have received under a 
counterfactual in which they did not receive these services. A key 
empirical challenge when estimating these reduced disability benefits is 
that one cannot directly observe a Ticket participant’s cash benefits in the 
absence of the services. Instead, we compared (1) the amount of benefits 
that Ticket participants were due, to (2) the amount of benefits that were 
due to a group of similar nonparticipants that closely resembled the Ticket 
participants on a set of characteristics that could influence either the 
likelihood of participating in Ticket services or the expected cash benefits 
received in subsequent months. To construct this counterfactual 
comparison group, we used the same statistical matching methods that 
we relied on in our analysis of earnings (described in section 3). 

To estimate the savings that were attributable to reduced cash benefits 
for a given Ticket participant, we subtracted (1) the total amount they 
were due beginning the month they started Ticket services through 
December 2015, from (2) the amount that we estimated that individual 
was due in the absence of the program during this period based on our 

                                                                                                                       
5Examples of potential savings to the federal government that we scoped out of our 
analysis include increased payroll tax revenues from Ticket participants who became 
employed and savings in Medicare or Medicaid costs for those who exited the rolls 
permanently as a result of Ticket. We also excluded costs to the Department of Education, 
which administers Vocational Rehabilitation, the primary federal government program that 
helps individuals with disabilities prepare for and obtain employment. 

Savings Associated with 
Reduced Cash Benefits 
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analysis of similar nonparticipants.6 When estimating these amounts, we 
included disability benefits that were due from both the DI and SSI 
programs—regardless of which disability benefits program the individual 
had participated in before starting services—to account for transitions 
between these programs that may have occurred during this period. We 
ignored benefits that were due after the individual reached full retirement 
age. We computed the total savings of Ticket that were attributable to 
reduced cash benefits by summing up these per-participant savings over 
all Ticket participants that we included in our analysis. 

Our methodology for estimating reduced benefits attributable to Ticket 
differs from previous analyses that have relied on estimates in the DAF of 
“disability benefits forgone for work”—the amount of benefits that an 
individual has forgone in a month because they worked at a level that 
caused a reduction of benefits. This narrower definition does not include 
other ways Ticket impacts disability benefits, and therefore might 
overstate savings attributable to Ticket. For example, under program 
rules, SSA exempts Ticket participants who make timely progress toward 
self-supporting employment from medical continuing disability reviews. 
These exemptions may offset any savings attributable to work to the 
extent that they reduce the likelihood of getting off the rolls for medical 
recovery. Our methodology for estimating benefit reductions/forgone 
benefits attributable to Ticket includes benefit reductions that result from 
work as well as the benefits that were not reduced due, for example, to 
the exemption from continuing disability reviews. 

Our analysis of savings attributable to reduced disability cash benefits 
generally included Ticket participants who started Ticket services from 
2002 through 2015, but we excluded some participants for various 
reasons. As a result, the savings that we estimated may not be 
representative of these excluded groups. We excluded participants who 
received VR services before 2002, because any savings and costs these 
participants generated may be attributable to employment services 
received before SSA administered Ticket. In addition to the sample 

                                                                                                                       
6We measured the amount of disability benefits that individuals were due by combining 
monthly data on the amounts of DI and SSI benefits due with additional information on 
entitlement for these benefits based on guidance from the DAF documentation. Although 
the version of the DAF that we analyzed contains monthly data on disability benefits due 
through 2018, we restricted our savings analysis from 2002 through 2015, because, 
according to SSA officials, later years may underreport suspensions and terminations. The 
data are subject to revision in later versions of the DAF as SSA acquires information that 
may affect beneficiary eligibility and payments, although after 3 years these updates are 
uncommon, according to SSA officials. 

Reduced Cash Benefits: Study 
Population and Exclusions 
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restrictions we applied in our analysis of Ticket participation, we also 
excluded participants who were not residing in a U.S. state or the District 
of Columbia when they were first paid disability benefits because state of 
residence is one of the characteristics we match on and because the 
number of non-residents is so small it makes constructing non-resident 
matches difficult. Among U.S. residents, we excluded beneficiaries who 
died before the end of 2018 in cases when the death occurred before the 
individual reached full retirement age, which amounted to 8 percent of 
Ticket participants. We also excluded participants who either had not yet 
reached 18 at the end of the year they started Ticket services, or, if 
services started before benefits were paid, who were younger than 18 at 
the end of the year in which they were first paid disability benefits, which 
amounted to 2 percent of participants. We also applied these restrictions 
when we selected similar nonparticipants to maintain comparability 
between the Ticket participant and nonparticipant samples. See section 2 
of this appendix for additional information on how we defined our 
comparison group of similar nonparticipants and section 3 for information 
on how we constructed the comparison group of similar nonparticipants. 

We included in our savings analysis Ticket participants who signed an 
Individualized Plan for Employment and started VR services before they 
became eligible to participate in Ticket (25 percent of our study 
population), more than half of whom started services before receiving 
SSA disability benefits.7 Our savings analysis assumed this earlier VR 
experience did not influence the process through which individuals get on 
the disability rolls and ignored any related benefit savings (or costs) for 
this period.8 

To calculate the total costs attributable to SSA’s payments for services 
that were provided to the participants in our savings analysis, we used the 
same DAF data on payments to service providers that we analyzed in our 
first objective. We measured the total costs that SSA paid by summing 
the payments made for each Ticket participant that we included in our 
savings analysis from the month that they started services through 2015. 

                                                                                                                       
7To measure when beneficiaries first received disability benefits, we examined monthly 
payment amounts from 1997 through 2018. 

8One SSA official conjectured that some VRs may encourage individuals with disabilities 
to apply for federal benefits. Such practices could increase the amount of disability 
benefits received by individuals, generating additional costs to SSA. In these cases, our 
methodology for estimating savings attributable to reduced benefits may overstate the true 
savings attributable to Ticket, because it does not account for any program effects on 
when participants initially applied for or were first paid benefits. 

Payments to Service Providers 
and Administrative Costs 
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These payments included both those made under SSA’s traditional cost-
reimbursement program and those under the Ticket milestone-outcome 
and outcome-only payment systems. Additionally, SSA provided us with 
data on the administrative costs of Ticket over time, based on prior SSA 
studies. 

To report on how savings attributable to reduced cash disability benefits 
and costs attributable to provider payments have changed over time, we 
estimated these amounts separately by calendar year. We also examined 
how these estimates compared based on the year in which the participant 
started Ticket services to understand how these sources of savings and 
costs may relate to factors that could be associated with characteristics 
such as national employment conditions and SSA’s 2008 reforms to 
Ticket. 

In our analysis of DAF data, we observed a considerable gap between 
benefits due to beneficiaries and benefits paid to beneficiaries. 
Specifically, we estimated this gap to be $768 million in total from 2002 
through 2015 (see table 5). The benefits paid to the beneficiary and the 
benefits actually due to the beneficiary are recorded by two different 
variables in the DAF; the benefits due variable is subject to retroactive 
updating. The paid and due variables do not always match because after 
benefits are paid to a disability beneficiary, SSA may determine at a later 
date that the individual was entitled to (due) more or less than the amount 
received (paid). Such a mismatch can occur because of overpayments, 
underpayments, back pay for past underpayments, or recovery of past 
overpayments. Similarly, it is possible for beneficiaries to have received 
payments in a month when no benefit payment was due, such as when 
an underpayment for prior months was retroactively determined and paid 
in a month in which there was no current-month eligibility. 

Table 5: Estimated SSA Savings of Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program 
(Ticket) Using Benefits Due versus Paid, 2002-2015 

 2002-2015 
savings, based 

on benefits due, 
in millions of 
2020 dollars 

2002-2015 
savings based 

on actual benefit 
payments, in 

millions of 2020 
dollarsa 

Reduced cash benefits to participantsb 568 -199 
Payments to service providers -896 -896 
Administrative costs -479 -479 

Comparison of Savings and 
Costs over Time 

Overpayments and Associated 
Costs 
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 2002-2015 
savings, based 

on benefits due, 
in millions of 
2020 dollars 

2002-2015 
savings based 

on actual benefit 
payments, in 

millions of 2020 
dollarsa 

Total -806 -1,574 
Difference in totals representing potential 
overpayments 

                    768  

Source: GAO analysis of Social Security Administration (SSA) data. | GAO-22-104031 

Note: Benefits due and benefits paid may differ if, for example, SSA identifies an overpayment or 
underpayment after paying a beneficiary. Estimates of savings from reduced cash benefits were 
statistically significant at the 5 percent level. The margins of error for reduced cash benefits when 
computed with benefits due and benefits paid were $77 million and $73 million, respectively. 
aThe estimates based on actual benefit payments do not incorporate waived overpayments, 
recovered overpayments, or the cost of recovery. 
bTicket may cause overall cash benefits to increase during a period because of Ticket rules (e.g., the 
deferment of continuing disability reviews) which may reduce the number of beneficiaries who leave 
the disability rolls. Benefit savings attributable to Ticket may not be enough to offset the effects of 
such rules, resulting in a negative amount. 

 

Although the data in the DAF did not allow us to make a precise estimate 
of overpayments and overpayment waivers to Ticket participants, we 
attempted to approximate the costs to SSA of recovering and, in some 
cases, forgiving overpayments to Ticket participants. We applied 
published rates of waivers and costs of recovery to the $765 million gap 
between paid and due that we estimated through 2015. Specifically, in 
2015, GAO found that SSA waives about 12 percent of non-work related 
overpayments, on average, and for work-related overpayments in the DI 
program, SSA waives about 17 percent.9 An analysis by the SSA Office 
of the Inspector General has found that waiver rates vary by year—for 
example, 2008 had a higher waiver rate at 27 percent. SSA also works to 
recover overpayments by collecting repayments from beneficiaries; the 
cost of recovering these overpayments is about 6 cents for every $1 
recovered. We multiplied these rates by the $768 million in estimated 
overpayments to Ticket recipients to calculate an approximate range of 
total costs. For example, assuming a waiver rate of 12 percent leads to a 
total cost of $132,710,400 ($92,160,000 in waived payments, and a cost 
of $40,550,400 to recover the remaining $675,840,000). Carrying out the 

                                                                                                                       
9GAO, Disability Insurance: SSA Could Do More to Prevent Overpayments or Incorrect 
Waivers to Beneficiaries, GAO-16-34 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 29, 2015). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-34
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same calculation with the higher waiver rate of 17 percent leads to a cost 
of overpayments of $168,806,400. 

To analyze the prevalence of overpayments among Ticket participants 
using the DAF, we created two proxy indicators of overpayment. One 
indicator was defined for situations in which a beneficiary received a 
payment that was at least $100 greater than the amount they were due 
for the month (PAY>($100+DUE)). A second indicator was when a 
beneficiary received a payment greater than zero when they were due 
zero benefits (PAY>0 & DUE=0). In both cases, we excluded all 
payments made in the first year after a person became eligible for 
benefits because newly eligible beneficiaries are often entitled to benefit 
back pay dating to the onset of their disability, and it is usually paid within 
the first 6 months of receiving benefits. For each of these indicators, we 
calculated an overpayment rate (i.e., the percentage of Ticket participants 
who had these proxy overpayment indicators). We also calculated 
overpayment rates based on these proxies for individuals who had at 
least 1 month of work-related benefit suspension or termination, as well 
as for those who never had a month of benefit suspension or termination. 

To understand the channels through which Ticket generated benefit 
savings, we also examined the percent of Ticket participants and similar 
nonparticipants who left the disability rolls for work-related reasons versus 
medical improvement and other reasons. We measured the percent who 
left the disability rolls using monthly data on suspensions and 
terminations. SSA developed variables to take into account these 
outcomes for both the DI and SSI programs. They contained information 
on whether or not the suspension or termination was due to work, or 
another reason. In our use of these variables, an individual is off the rolls 
for a work-related reason when either: (a) the individual’s DI or SSI 
benefits are suspended or terminated for work, and the individual is not in 
current pay status for benefits in either program; or (b) the individual’s DI 
or SSI benefits had been suspended or terminated for work in an earlier 
month, those benefits were never reinstated, and the individual is not in 
current pay for either program. An individual can also be off the rolls for a 
reason other than work, for example, medical improvement, and the 
individual’s DI or SSI benefits are suspended or terminated and they are 
not in current pay status for either program. 

• We sought to improve on simple comparisons of outcomes between 
Ticket participants and nonparticipants by constructing a comparison 
group of nonparticipants that were similar to participants on 
characteristics that could influence either the likelihood of participating 

Other Outcome Comparisons 

Limitations 
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in Ticket services or the expected cash benefits received in 
subsequent months. These methods cannot account for all factors 
that may have influenced the voluntary decisions of beneficiaries and 
some service providers to participate in Ticket, only those that we 
controlled for in our matching analysis. According to SSA officials, 
these factors may bias our estimates in ways that are difficult to 
predict. For example, to the extent that Ticket participants may be 
more motivated to seek employment than other beneficiaries, our 
analysis may overstate the true savings attributable to reduced 
benefits, because some participants may have been more likely to 
leave the rolls for work related reasons in the absence of the services 
than we estimated using similar nonparticipants. On the other hand, if 
Ticket participants have a greater need for employment services to 
reach their goals than other beneficiaries, our analysis may 
understate the true savings. 

• While we attempted to analyze differences in net savings between 
those who received services from VRs and those who received 
services from ENs, we discovered a number of challenges that 
prevented a comparison. The primary obstacle in comparing savings 
attributable to ENs versus VRs is the substantial overlap between the 
EN and VR participant populations. According to SSA data, over a 
third of EN participants also received VR services during our period of 
analysis. These data likely understate the true overlap of these 
services, because VRs also occasionally subcontract services with 
ENs, and these arrangements may not yield a formal ticket 
assignment to the EN. According to SSA officials, this overlap makes 
it difficult to isolate the effectiveness of the different types of Ticket 
service providers. 

• To estimate savings from reduced cash benefits, we used data on DI 
and SSI benefits that were due to individuals. These data are updated 
as SSA acquires information that may affect beneficiary eligibility and 
payments, and therefore do not capture overpayments made to 
individuals when it is retroactively determined that they were not 
entitled to the payment. As a result, our analysis may overstate the 
true savings attributable to reduced benefits to the extent that Ticket 
participation increases the likelihood of overpayments. 

• While our savings analysis estimates the benefit savings attributable 
to Ticket participation, it does not directly inform what savings would 
be lost if SSA were to stop operating Ticket. Our analysis assumes 
that in the absence of participating, individuals would not have 
received any VR services. (This assumption is implicit in how we 
constructed our comparison group of similar nonparticipants, which 
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excluded beneficiaries who received VR services.) This assumption is 
consistent with how SSA counts all payments to VRs under its cost-
reimbursement program as costs of Ticket regardless whether tickets 
were ever assigned. It is also consistent with SSA’s practice during 
our period of analysis of automatically assigning tickets to VRs based 
on its inspection of VR caseloads for services provided to Ticket-
eligible beneficiaries. Nevertheless, this assumption is not appropriate 
for estimating the savings that would be lost if SSA were to stop 
operating the program, because under this counterfactual some 
beneficiaries may continue to receive VR services. 

• Our savings analysis is restricted to beneficiaries who participated in 
Ticket, and our findings may not generalize to other beneficiaries who 
received VR services during our study period but who never assigned 
a ticket. According to our analysis of the DAF, over 785,000 Ticket-
eligible beneficiaries received VR services but never assigned a ticket 
from 2002 through 2018, compared with 1.36 million Ticket 
participants during the same time period. These beneficiaries 
generally started their services prior to becoming eligible for Ticket. 
According to one SSA official, including these beneficiaries as 
participants in our analysis would likely yield lower estimated per-
participant savings. In addition, our estimates may not be 
representative of the Ticket experiences of other groups we excluded, 
such as nonresidents or those who died from 2002 through 2015. 

• If receiving VR services prior to getting on the disability rolls 
influences the process of applying for and receiving benefits (contrary 
to our assumption), our estimates of savings attributable to Ticket may 
be biased. For instance, if receipt of VR services causes more people 
to apply for disability and ultimately assign their ticket to the VR where 
they signed an Individualized Plan for Employment, our estimates 
may overstate the savings attributable to Ticket. 

• The DAF does not contain specific data on overpayments, nor was it 
designed to track overpayments to beneficiaries. Nonetheless, the 
DAF data are the best available data on the population of Ticket 
participants, and provide a reasonable indicator of the extent to which 
overpayments occur among them. Although we use the gap between 
benefit paid and benefit due as a proxy indicator of overpayment, it is 
not a perfect proxy and there are situations in which individuals may 
receive payments that are more than they are technically “due” 
without it being an overpayment. For example, if individuals received 
an underpayment in the past and that amount is made up in a future 
month, the paid amount could be greater than the due amount for that 
month. Additionally, the rates of forgiveness and the per dollar cost of 
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recovery were calculated at different times using different data sets. 
Multiplying them by our estimated overpayment total yields a rough 
estimate of costs. Further data collection and study on overpayments 
to Ticket participants specifically would be required to arrive at a more 
precise cost estimate. 

• Our analysis does not attempt to forecast future savings from Ticket 
participants who received services from 2002 through 2015. These 
participants could continue to generate savings for SSA beyond the 
period we analyzed. However, in examining the data, we observed 
historical trends that made it difficult to make reliable assumptions 
about future attrition from the disability rolls, among other future 
trends, and we determined that small changes in the assumed attrition 
rates can have a significant effect on estimates of future savings. Of 
note, the net rate of SSI participant attrition started increasing after 
2010 and diverged from historical averages. These observations 
indicated underlying complexities that required much deeper 
investigation to develop reasonable ranges of assumptions about 
future attrition. As a result, we elected not to attempt to project future 
savings as part of this analysis. 
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This section provides additional details on the statistical matching 
methods that we used to compare outcomes between Ticket to Work and 
Self-Sufficiency program (Ticket) participants and a comparison group of 
similar nonparticipants. We used these comparisons to evaluate the 
extent to which Ticket led to increased earnings for participants and 
estimate the savings attributable to reduced disability benefits. 

Each Ticket participant in our analysis was matched to one nonparticipant 
with similar characteristics. The similar nonparticipant served as a 
counterfactual indicator of what the Ticket participant might have done in 
the absence of Ticket. We matched one nonparticipant to each Ticket 
participant using a combination of exact and Mahalanobis distance 
matching methods.1 Nonparticipants could be matched multiple times in 
order to maximize the degree of similarity between participants and 
nonparticipants. (That is, we used one-to-one matching with 
replacement.) See table 3 of appendix I for a complete list of the 
beneficiary characteristics that we used to perform the match. 

Our matches are based on participant cohorts as defined by the year in 
which participants started receiving Ticket services. We performed these 
matches separately based on the year in which the participant started 
Ticket services in order to include matching variables that we based on 
this start year and control for differences in entitlement and payment of 
disability benefits in prior years. For each of these start years, we 
generally restricted the set of nonparticipants that could be selected by 
our matching algorithm to only those who were paid disability benefits 
during that year to ensure that the nonparticipant was still collecting 
benefits at the time.2 

We used the comparison group of similar nonparticipants to estimate, for 
each Ticket participant, the disability benefit and earnings outcomes we 
would have expected to have occurred in the absence of receiving any 
Ticket services. We estimated these counterfactuals by combining data 

                                                                                                                       
1For more information on the Mahalanobis method, see Guido W. Imbens and Donald B. 
Rubin, Causal Inference for Statistics, Social, and Biomedical Sciences: An Introduction 
(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), Chapter 15, “Matching to Improve 
Balance in Covariate Distributions.” 

2We modified this approach for Ticket participants who started services before they 
received disability benefits since these participants were not paid any benefits during the 
start year. For those participants who started services before they received benefits, we 
instead matched them to nonparticipants who were paid disability benefits during the 
participant’s earliest payment year. 
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on the outcomes that occurred to the participant’s matching 
nonparticipant with an additional regression-based adjustment to control 
for remaining differences between the two individuals. We then computed 
means of these counterfactual estimates to report on outcomes of the 
similar nonparticipants as well as quantify savings attributable to reduced 
benefits. 

More specifically, let 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 denote an outcome of interest for participant i 
who started Ticket services in month r. (For example, 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 may be the 
monthly benefits due to i in a certain month or i’s annual earnings in a 
certain year.) Let m(i) denote the similar nonparticipant that the matching 
algorithm selected for participant i. Let 𝑋𝑋𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 and 𝑋𝑋𝑚𝑚(𝑖𝑖)𝑖𝑖 denote vectors of 
beneficiary-level characteristics for participant i and nonparticipant m(i), 
respectively. (These characteristics include some that we derived based 
on the month r that i started Ticket services, such as whether they were 
paid any disability benefits 12 months prior to r.) Let 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐  denote i’s 
outcome under the counterfactual in which they never received any Ticket 
services. We estimated 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐  using the formula: 

𝑌𝑌�𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐 = 𝑌𝑌𝑚𝑚(𝑖𝑖)𝑖𝑖 + �𝑋𝑋𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑋𝑋𝑚𝑚(𝑖𝑖)𝑖𝑖��̂�𝛽 

In this formula, �̂�𝛽 is a vector of coefficients from a linear regression of the 
outcome of interest on the vector of characteristics. We estimated �̂�𝛽 using 
the sample of similar nonparticipants, estimating separate models for 
each SSA program group (DI, SSI, or concurrent), and each possible start 
year from 2002 through 2015. To adjust for residual imbalances after 
matching, the regression models controlled for generally all the variables 
we used in the matching algorithm (see appendix I for a complete list of 
variables), as well other variables to account for possible differences in 
benefit outcomes between the participants and nonparticipants prior to 
the Ticket start month. 

Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants could enter our analysis of 
reduced disability benefits and other benefit outcomes only from the 
month they were first paid benefits until they reached full retirement age. 
(In other words, we dropped monthly benefit outcomes during months 
outside of this window.) As a result of this restriction, on occasion we 
were unable to use the formula above to compute 𝑌𝑌�𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐 , because no 
matching nonparticipant outcome was available to use. This occurred 
during months in which a participant entered our analysis, but their 
matching nonparticipant had either not yet started benefits, or had already 
reached full retirement age. In these cases, we estimated a participant’s 
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counterfactual outcome using only the regression-based prediction: 𝑌𝑌�𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐 =
𝑋𝑋𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�̂�𝛽. 

We measured total savings attributable to reduced benefits and drew 
comparisons between Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants 
using the counterfactual outcomes that we estimated using this 
technique. For example, to estimate the total savings attributable to 
reduced benefits from 2002 through 2015, we used monthly data on the 
benefits that were due to Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants. 
Let 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 denote the monthly amount that was due to participant i who 
started Ticket services in month r in month t, and let {𝑖𝑖 ∈ 𝑟𝑟} denote the 
subset of Ticket participants in our savings analysis who started Ticket 
services in month r. We estimated total reduced benefits using the 
formula: 

𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝑟𝑟𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑏𝑏𝑑𝑑𝑏𝑏𝑑𝑑𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑇𝑇𝑏𝑏 = � � � �𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑� 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑐𝑐 − 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�

12/2015

𝑖𝑖=𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖∈𝑖𝑖

12/2015

𝑖𝑖=1/2002

 

To estimate the percentage of Ticket participants and similar 
nonparticipants leaving the disability rolls for any reason 5 years after 
starting Ticket, we used monthly data on whether or not the individual’s 
benefits were either in suspension or termination at 60 months 
subsequent to starting services. Let 𝑏𝑏𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑏𝑏𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 denote whether participant 
i’s benefits are in suspension or termination in month t. Let {𝑖𝑖𝑟𝑟𝑇𝑇: 𝑇𝑇 − 𝑟𝑟 =
60} denote the subset of participant-month observations such that the 
calendar month, t, is exactly 60 months later than the starting month, r. 
Also, let 𝑁𝑁60 denote the number of participants in {𝑖𝑖𝑟𝑟𝑇𝑇: 𝑇𝑇 − 𝑟𝑟 = 60}. (𝑁𝑁60 is 
less than the overall number of Ticket participants in our savings analysis, 
because not all participants have data 5 years after starting services 
during our analysis period, 2002-2015.) 

We estimated the percentage of Ticket participants leaving the disability 
rolls for any reason 5 years after starting Ticket using the formula: 

1
𝑁𝑁60 � 𝑏𝑏𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑏𝑏𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖:𝑖𝑖−𝑖𝑖=60

× 100 

We estimated the percentage of similar nonparticipants leaving the 
disability rolls for any reason 5 years after starting Ticket using the 
formula: 
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1
𝑁𝑁60 � 𝑏𝑏𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑏𝑏𝑠𝑠� 𝑐𝑐

𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖:𝑖𝑖−𝑖𝑖=60

× 100 

Although our data are not a probability sample, we calculated the 
standard error of the difference in mean outcomes to assess uncertainty 
of our estimates, using standard formulas for differences in means 
between independent samples. We clustered these standard errors by 
the nonparticipant match to control for correlations in the data between 
Ticket participants who were matched to the same nonparticipant. We 
examined 95 percent confidence intervals to identify statistically 
significant differences. Our large sample sizes suggested that the 
estimated variances would have been small, regardless of the particular 
method used. 

We conducted several validation and robustness checks of the analyses 
reported in this report. These included the following: 

1. Balance of beneficiary characteristics after matching: To ensure 
that the matched nonparticipants were sufficiently similar to the Ticket 
participants, we compared the distributions of the characteristics we 
used in our matching analysis for the two groups. Although we 
conducted the matching separately for each year that services were 
started, we combined the matched samples across years for 
participants and their matched nonparticipants, respectively, for the 
purpose of summarizing their similarity across the variables. These 
comparisons indicated that we obtained a similar matched sample of 
nonparticipants for each Ticket participant. Table 6 presents 
descriptive statistics of these characteristics after matching. 

Table 6: Means of Beneficiary Characteristics in Matched Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program (Ticket) Participant and 
Similar Nonparticipant Samples  

  Ticket 
participants 

Similar 
nonparticipants 

Normalized 
difference 

Characteristics recorded during first year paid disability benefitsa     
Adjudicative level of disability decision     
Initial  71.9% 72.8% -0.02 
Reconsideration  17.7% 17.0% 0.02 
Administrative Law Judge or higher  1.1% 1.0% 0.01 
Other  1.2% 1.1% 0.01 
Missing or unknown  8.1% 8.1% 0.00 
Census division  

   

Section 2: Validation and 
Robustness Checks 
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  Ticket 
participants 

Similar 
nonparticipants 

Normalized 
difference 

East North Central  14.9% 14.9% 0.00 
East South Central  5.3% 5.3% 0.00 
Middle Atlantic  12.7% 12.7% 0.00 
Mountain  5.3% 5.3% 0.00 
New England  6.4% 6.4% 0.00 
Pacific  12.4% 12.4% 0.00 
South Atlantic  15.7% 15.7% 0.00 
West North Central  6.9% 6.9% 0.00 
West South Central  9.5% 9.5% 0.00 
Missing or unknown  10.8% 10.8% 0.00 
Education  

   

8 years or less  4.9% 4.9% 0.00 
9-11 years  13.4% 14.0% -0.02 
12 years  30.4% 31.7% -0.03 
13-15 years  12.7% 11.0% 0.05 
16 or more years  6.3% 5.6% 0.03 
Missing or unknown  32.3% 32.7% -0.01 
Living arrangement for SSI benefitsb  

   

Living alone or own household  60.0% 63.1% -0.06 
Living in another’s household, including a parent’s  38.8% 35.9% 0.06 
Living in medical facility  1.0% 0.9% 0.01 
Missing or unknown  0.1% 0.1% 0.01 
Medical improvement code  

   

Expected  7.7% 8.0% -0.01 
Possible  51.0% 51.1% 0.00 
Not expected  23.1% 23.2% 0.00 
Missing or unknown  18.3% 17.8% 0.01 
Primary disabling impairment  

   

Autistic disorders  2.8% 2.8% 0.00 
Developmental disorders  1.0% 1.0% 0.00 
Childhood and adolescent disorders not elsewhere classified  1.2% 1.2% 0.00 
Intellectual disability  14.8% 14.8% 0.00 
Mood disorders  14.9% 15.2% -0.01 
Organic mental disorders  3.8% 3.8% 0.00 
Schizophrenic and other psychotic disorders  8.1% 7.9% 0.01 
Neoplasms  1.0% 1.0% 0.00 
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  Ticket 
participants 

Similar 
nonparticipants 

Normalized 
difference 

Other mental disorders  4.2% 4.1% 0.00 
Endocrine, nutritional, and metabolic diseases  1.4% 1.4% 0.00 
Circulatory system  2.7% 2.8% 0.00 
Digestive system  0.6% 0.6% 0.00 
Genitourinary system  1.1% 1.1% 0.00 
Nervous system and sense organs  13.1% 13.1% 0.00 
Respiratory system  0.8% 0.8% 0.00 
Musculoskeletal system and connective tissue  10.1% 10.1% 0.00 
Infectious and parasitic diseases  1.0% 1.0% 0.00 
Injuries  3.3% 3.3% 0.00 
Congenital anomalies  1.0% 1.0% 0.00 
Blood and blood-forming organs  0.3% 0.3% 0.00 
Skin and subcutaneous tissue  0.1% 0.1% 0.00 
Other impairment  0.7% 0.7% 0.00 
Missing or unknown  11.9% 11.9% 0.00 
Member of SSI coupleb  

   

Yes  1.0% 0.7% 0.03 
Missing or unknown  1.3% 1.1% 0.02 
Number of dependents for DI benefitsc  

   

0  64.5% 68.8% -0.09 
1  11.4% 9.0% 0.08 
2 or more  5.4% 4.5% 0.04 
Missing or unknown  11.1% 11.3% -0.01 
SSA program  

   

DI  31.5% 31.5% 0.00 
SSI  58.2% 58.2% 0.00 
Concurrent  10.3% 10.3% 0.00 
Whether statutorily blind  2.8% 2.7% 0.01 
Characteristics recorded at the end of the year Ticket services startedd 
Age  37.6 39.8 -0.16 
Number of years since earliest entitlement for disability benefits  9.1 9.3 -0.03 
Number of years since first eligible to participate in Ticket to Work  2.8 3.0 -0.06 
Number of years since first paid benefitsa  5.9 6.2 -0.05 
Number of years since onset of disability  11.0 10.7 0.03 
Whether eligible to participate in Ticket to Work  92.5% 92.5% 0.00 
Whether eligibility for Ticket to Work was established in August 2008 or 
later 

 39.6% 39.6% 0.00 
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  Ticket 
participants 

Similar 
nonparticipants 

Normalized 
difference 

Whether ever considered expected to medically improve  10.0% 10.0% 0.00 
Characteristics recorded before the year Ticket services startedd 
Whether the individual was in current pay status for disability benefits 
during the prior year 

 88.1% 89.7% -0.05 

Whether the individual was in current pay status for disability benefits 
during the year before the prior year 

 73.6% 76.8% -0.07 

Whether the individual was paid disability benefits during the prior year  74.2% 77.4% -0.07 
Whether the individual was paid disability benefits during the year before 
the prior year 

 63.6% 67.7% -0.08 

Characteristics recorded on earliest disability determination record 
Regulation basis for disability determination  

   

Step 1 denial: Engaging in substantial gainful activity (SGA)  0.0% 0.0% 0.01 
Step 2 denial: Not severe  3.8% 3.3% 0.03 
Step 2 denial: Disability lasts <12 months  3.6% 3.2% 0.02 
Step 3 allowance: Meets or equals listings  38.4% 40.1% -0.03 
Step 4 denial: Capacity for SGA, past relevant work  8.1% 7.7% 0.01 
Step 5/3b/individualized functional assessment (IFA) allowance: 
Vocational or functional considerations 

 16.4% 16.7% -0.01 

Step 5/3b/IFA denial: Vocational or functional considerations  17.7% 17.7% 0.00 
Other allowance  0.3% 0.2% 0.01 
Other denial  4.3% 3.8% 0.02 
Unclassified  0.0% 0.0% 0.00 
Missing  7.3% 7.2% 0.01 
SSA program associated with the determination record  

   

DI application  27.5% 28.6% -0.02 
SSI application  71.4% 70.3% 0.02 
Missing or unknown  1.1% 1.1% 0.00 
Whether disability is permanent  

   

Yes  19.1% 19.9% -0.02 
No (incl. records associated with a cessation or denial)  76.6% 76.2% 0.01 
Missing or unknown  4.4% 3.9% 0.02 
Whether record source is an 831 form, or 832/833 form  92.7% 92.8% -0.01 
Other characteristics 
Age when the individual was first entitled to disability benefits  28.0 30.0 -0.12 
Earliest recorded primary insurance amount (in hundreds of 2020 
dollars)c, e 

 14.0 14.7 -0.12 

Gender  46.8% 46.8% 0.00 
Whether entitled to disability benefits as a child  24.2% 24.2% 0.00 
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  Ticket 
participants 

Similar 
nonparticipants 

Normalized 
difference 

Whether individual was a DI adult child  11.5% 11.0% 0.02 
Whether individual was a DI widowc  0.2% 0.2% 0.00 
Whether individual was born outside the United States  5.9% 4.4% 0.07 

Source: GAO analysis of Social Security Administration (SSA) data. | GAO-22-104031 

Notes: SSA refers to the Social Security Administration; SSI refers to Supplemental Security Income; 
DI refers to Disability Insurance. The column “Normalized difference” reports the difference in sample 
means between Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants, divided by the square root of the 
average of the groups’ variances. We did not estimate or impute data regarding program eligibility, 
entitlement, or legal disability determinations; any such characteristics were determined by SSA and 
recorded in the Disability Analysis File. 
aWe measured when individuals were paid disability benefits using monthly payment data from 1997 
through 2018. 
bAnalyzed only on individuals who were paid SSI benefits (including concurrent beneficiaries). 
cAnalyzed only on individuals who were paid DI benefits (including concurrent beneficiaries). 
dFor Ticket participants who started services after they were first paid benefits, we derived 
characteristics relative to when they started services using either the Ticket assignment date, or the 
earliest date they signed a Vocational Rehabilitation Individualized Plan for Employment, whichever 
came first. For those who started services prior to when they were first paid benefits, we instead 
derived these variables using the year they were first paid benefits. 
eWe adjusted the primary insurance amount for changes in the national average wage index over 
time to facilitate comparisons between beneficiaries who became entitled to disability benefits in 
different years. Since the value of this index was not available for 2020 at the time of our analysis, for 
reporting purposes we assumed 2.9 percent growth from 2019 to 2020, based on recent trends in this 
index since 2010. 

 

2. Predictive fit of monthly disability benefit outcomes: We did not 
design our analysis to predict future outcomes but rather to make 
inferences about the difference in benefit and other outcomes 
between Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants. However, to 
identify problems with our matching methodology, we compared the 
two groups on certain benefit outcomes before and after Ticket 
services started. Figure 8 depicts mean amounts of benefits due and 
paid, and the percentage of participants off the rolls for work and other 
reasons, from 12 months prior to the month services started through 
the subsequent 8 years. The estimated amounts for participants and 
similar nonparticipants are generally close for the first 6 months of this 
window. After that month, mean outcomes for Ticket participants for 
some outcomes generally diverge from what we estimated using 
similar nonparticipants, which may reflect the impact of participating in 
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the program.3 These patterns provided additional evidence our 
matching methodology was acceptable for comparing participants and 
similar nonparticipants, including for estimating total reduced benefits. 

                                                                                                                       
3Outcomes between the two groups may diverge before services formally began, because 
of earlier contact between beneficiaries and service providers. For example, according to 
VR officials, it may take up to 3 months for individuals and service providers to develop an 
Individualized Plan for Employment. Once services begin, providers may help individuals 
enroll for disability benefits and other sources of support. 
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Figure 8: Monthly Benefit Outcomes of Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program (Ticket) Participants and Similar 
Nonparticipants Before and After Services Began 

 
Note: DI refers to Disability Insurance, and SSI refers Supplemental Security Income. 
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3. Predictive fit of annual earnings outcomes: We also compared 
Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants on their mean annual 
earnings outcomes, including the percentage of beneficiaries who 
were employed at SGA or above, before and after Ticket service 
started. Figure 9 depicts the outcomes that we estimated for the 
subset of Ticket participants who started services from 2002 through 
2013 that we included in our earnings analysis. The figure depicts 
these outcomes over a 16-year window, starting 5 years before 
services began. It shows that, before services began, Ticket 
participants generally had higher earnings than their respective 
matched nonparticipants, on average, but that these differences were 
narrowing before services started. Earnings subsequently increased 
within 2 years of starting services; reflecting earnings growth larger 
than that experienced by similar nonparticipants, on average, over the 
corresponding period. These patterns indicated that, before starting 
services, Ticket participants, on average, may have had higher 
earnings capacity than one would expect from similar nonparticipants, 
but that these earlier differences are unlikely to fully account for the 
growth in earnings experienced by these beneficiaries in subsequent 
years. Together, this evidence indicated that comparisons of the two 
groups can inform the extent to which Ticket led to increased earnings 
for participants, especially when they are either adjusted for prior 
differences in earnings before starting services, or discussed 
alongside comparisons based on outcomes from before services 
began for appropriate context. 

 



 
Appendix II: Additional Information on 
Matching Analysis 
 
 
 
 

Page 67 GAO-22-104031  SSA Ticket to Work 

Figure 9: Annual Earnings of Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program (Ticket) Participants and Similar Nonparticipants 
Before and After Services Began 

 
Note: DI refers to Disability Insurance, and SSI refers Supplemental Security Income. 
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This appendix provides additional results that we conducted in order to 
test the validity of our results and to replicate methods from past analyses 
as a basis of comparison. We performed alternative estimates by using 
different outcome measures and by including some of the data that we 
dropped in our primary analysis. In the analysis presented in the report, 
we did not include years 2016 through 2018 due to concerns regarding 
the reliability of benefit and entitlement data (see section 1 of appendix I 
for more detail on data limitations). 

We also elected to present results using outcome measures derived from 
other variables in the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) Disability 
Analysis File (DAF) rather than use the variable “benefits forgone for 
work” (BFW) developed by SSA and used in prior evaluations of the 
Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency program (Ticket or Ticket to Work). 
BFW is meant to reflect the amount of benefits that an individual has 
forgone in a month because he or she worked at a level that caused a 
reduction of benefits. However, when used to estimate reduced disability 
benefits attributable to Ticket, BFW ignores changes to benefits 
associated with other reasons, such as medical recovery. We relied 
instead on comparisons between the amount of monthly benefits due to 
Ticket participants and similar nonparticipants to allow for program effects 
on benefits through both work and other channels. These effects may be 
positive or negative. For example, under program rules, SSA exempts 
Ticket participants who make timely progress toward self-supporting 
employment from medical continuing disability reviews. These 
exemptions may offset any savings attributable to work to the extent that 
they reduce the likelihood of getting off the disability rolls for medical 
recovery. 

Table 7 provides a comparison of gross and net savings using different 
measures for 2002 through 2018. Specifically, the column for: 

• Total benefits entitled (due) presents the same measure of savings 
that is presented in the body of the report for different time periods. It 
extends the savings presented in the body of the report by 3 years, 
adding savings and costs for 2016 through 2018. Due to the 
aforementioned limitations in the benefits data for these years, we 
chose not to present these figures in the main body of our report. 
When we include these additional years, the estimated net savings 
are close to what we present in the body (see table 1). 

• Total benefits collected (paid) presents the measure of savings 
using the benefits paid variable for the indicated time periods. It 
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shows that the estimated savings are lower using this measure. (For 
more information on the differences between benefits due and 
benefits paid, see the subsection on Overpayments and Associated 
Costs in appendix I). 

• Benefits forgone for work presents a measure of savings that 
applies the matching methodology only to savings as measured by 
the SSA BFW variable from 2002 through 2018. Unlike the measures 
presented in the first two columns, this measure does not include 
benefit reductions associated with medical improvement or other 
reasons. It shows that estimated savings are higher using this 
measure. 

• No counterfactual comparison, tally of benefits forgone for work 
presents a measure of savings that is based on the simple sum of the 
benefits forgone for work as measured by BFW for all Ticket 
participants after starting services during the indicated time periods. It 
is not based on a counterfactual comparison to nonparticipants. This 
estimate assumes that all reductions in benefits experienced by Ticket 
participants are attributable to Ticket and, in the absence of the 
program, participants would have had zero earnings and would not 
have left the rolls for work or any other reason. 

Table 7: Savings Estimates of the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program (Ticket) Using Different Benefit Measures 

In millions of dollars 

Time 
period 

Total benefits entitled to 
(due)a 

Total benefits collected 
(paid) 

Benefits forgone for 
workd 

No counterfactual 
comparison, tally of 
benefits forgone for 

worke  
Gross 

savings 
Savings net 

of costsb 
Gross 

savings 
Savings net of 

costs 
Gross 

savings 
Savings net 

of costs 
Gross 

savings 
Savings net 

of costs 
2002-July 
2008 

70.74 
 

-280.40 -40.75 -391.89 435.49 84.35 833.68 482.54 

August 
2008-2015 

497.72 -525.85 -158.36 -1,181.93 2,043.06 1,019.50 3,765.99 2,742.43 

August 
2008-2018 

1,141.92 
 

-529.30 117.05 -1,554.17 3,700.65 2,029.43 6,606.74 4,935.52 

         
2002-2015 568.46 -806.24 -199.11 -1,573.82 2,478.55 1,103.85 4,599.67 3,224.97 
2002-2018 1,212.66 -809.68 76.30c -1,946.05 4,136.14 2,113.8 7,440.42 5,418.07 

Source: GAO analysis of Social Security Administration (SSA) data. | GAO-22-104031 

Note: Estimates are in 2020 dollars. Benefits entitled to (due) and benefits collected (paid) are based 
on SSA variables, not GAO determinations. 
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aSavings estimates were calculated by comparing the reduction in benefits achieved by Ticket 
participants compared to that of nonparticipants with similar characteristics. 
bCosts include payments to Ticket service providers and administrative costs. 
cThis estimate of gross savings is not statistically significant at the 5 percent level; all other estimates 
in the table are statistically significant at the 5 percent level. The maximum margin of error for any of 
the gross savings measures is +/- $103.46 million for the estimate of gross savings based on the 
comparison of total benefits entitled to from 2002 through 2018. 
dBenefits forgone for work is a variable constructed by SSA. This variable does not consider benefit 
savings from other sources, such as medical recovery. 
eThe “no counterfactual comparison” estimate does not rely on a comparison of participants and 
nonparticipants; rather it simply sums up the benefits forgone for work variable in SSA’s Disability 
Analysis File for Ticket participants. This estimate assumes that benefits forgone for work would have 
been zero without Ticket and assumes no other benefit savings would occur in the absence of the 
program. 

 

To test whether our findings were sensitive to the inclusion of participants 
who began Ticket before the program was available nationwide, we also 
estimated the total savings and costs from Ticket had we excluded 
participants who started the program during that time. From February 
2002 to September 2004, Ticket was not available throughout the country 
as SSA rolled out the program in stages. Some participants started 
services with a VR agency during this period and did not have access to 
all Ticket components such as an employment network. When we 
excluded all Ticket participants who started services from 2002 through 
2004 from our analysis, we found the costs of payments to Ticket service 
providers associated with the later cohorts outweighed the savings in 
reduced benefits, consistent with what we found in the body (see table 1). 
In particular, for participants who started services from 2005 through 
2015, we estimated $496 million in total reduced disability benefits, and 
$601 million in payments to service providers during this period. 
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