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Key Findings and Policy Implications
This paper explores the characteristics and scope of reforms to disability policies across OECD countries
since 1990. It relies on data provided by the OECD, based on a set of indicators that classify disability
policy. The paper shows that:
•

A set of OECD indicators are used to classify disability policy along two dimensions:
compensation and integration. The compensation dimension encompasses the coverage and level
of disability benefits, the minimum degree of incapacity needed for benefits, and the approach to
medical and vocational assessment. The integration dimension considers the complexity and
consistency of benefits and support systems, the degree of employer obligations towards their
employees, the timing and extent of vocational rehabilitation, and the existence of work
incentives for beneficiaries.

•

Observing OECD countries collectively over the study period, there is a marked increase in the
integration components of disability policy, and a moderate, but steady decrease in the
compensation components. Many reforms affected the level of employer responsibility and
involvement. Numerous countries also introduced larger programs and/or stronger incentives for
workers with health impairments to remain employed. With respect to the compensation
dimension, countries tried primarily to reduce the inflow into disability benefits implementing
stricter gate-keeping and monitoring.

•

The paper identifies three distinct country clusters with similarities in policy characteristics. The
first cluster is characterized by high integration and high compensation levels. These are the
“social democratic” countries of Northern Europe plus Germany, Switzerland, and the
Netherlands. The second cluster includes countries with intermediate integration and low
compensation levels, predominantly the Anglo-Saxon countries. The third cluster includes
countries with intermediate compensation and low integration levels; mainly the Southern,
Eastern, and remaining Continental European countries, plus Ireland and Mexico.

The survey of policy characteristics and policy reforms in other OECD countries is instructive in
informing potential reforms to the United States disability insurance program, illustrating a range of
approaches, strategic objectives, and perspectives from which to evaluate the various provisions that
have been applied in other countries.
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