
#1 Free Legal Website
FindLaw.com is the leading and largest online resource for legal information. For basic legal issues 

to more complex ones, you’ll find thousands of helpful articles, a legal community to get answers to 

your specific questions, an attorney directory, blogs, news, DIY forms, and much more.

SSDI & SSI: Definition of ’Disabled’

The first step in filing a Social Security disability claim is proving that your medical condition is an actual disability, accord-
ing to the Social Security Administration (SSA). The definition of disabled, with respect to Social Security Disability, is a
long-ter m disability that renders you unable to wor k in any capacity.

The SSA’s Definition of ’Disabled’

The SSA considers you disabled if the following criter ia are met:

" You cannot perfor m the wor k that you did prior to your medical condition
" You cannot do other types of wor k because of your medical condition
" Your disability has lasted for a continuous period of at least 12 months, or is expected to result in death.

Fur thermore, to ver ify a disability, the SSA may require you to supply infor mation from your doctor or disability specialist
regarding the nature of your medical condition, when it began, how it adversely affects your wor k, results of medical tests,
and treatment you have received.

How the SSA Makes Its Determination

Once the SSA has determined that you are financially eligible for Social Security disability benefits, your application is
reviewed by a state agency, known as Disability Determination Services (DDS). The state agency then follows a step-by-
step process to determine whether your condition is severe, whether it fits within a list of medically allowable impair ments,
whether you are able to perfor m work in you past job or any other job, consider ing your age, education, skills, and medical
limitations.

1) Whether You Are Working and Your Monthly Earnings Exceed the Current Allowable Amount

If you are currently wor king and your earnings average or exceed the amount designated each year (in 2011 the amount
was $1000), you generally cannot be considered disabled. If you are not wor king, the state agency will consider the next
factor.

2) Whether Your Medical Condition is "Severe" and Has Continued for at Least a Year

Not every disability qualifies for SSA benefits. To meet the "severe" requirement, your condition must be so severe that it
interferes with even basic wor k activities - such as sitting and walking - and it must have continued for at least 12 months.
Otherwise, the state agency may not consider you disabled.

3) Whether Your Medical Condition is on the List of Impairments

The SSA maintains a list of medical conditions that are so severe that it automatically considers you disabled. The list of
impair ments, known also as the "Blue Book", breaks out medical criter ia affecting the five major body systems. If your
medical condition is on the list, the SSA will determine that you are disabled. If it is not on the list, the SSA will look at the
next factor to determine eligibility.

4) Whether You Can Do the Work You Once Did

If you medical condition does not meet the SSA’s sev ere standard or appear on the list of pre-determined impairments,
you may qualify for disability if the SSA determines that your condition prohibits your from doing your current or previous
work. If you can still perfor m the wor k, your claim will be denied. If you cannot still perfor m the wor k you once did, the
state agency will look to the last factor.



5) Whether You Can Do Any Other Type of Work

Sometimes a person who cannot do the wor k they did in the past may be able to adjust to some other kind of wor k,
despite their medical condition. For example, if you previously wor ked as a mail carrier that required continuous walking,
bending, and lifting, the agency examiner may look to switch you to a different job that involved less strenuous wor k.
If your medical conditions allows you to wor k in a different capacity than your prior wor k, the SSA will not consider you dis-
abled. If you cannot adjust to other wor k situations, than you may be considered disabled.

For more infor mation on whether you qualify for social security disability benefits, you may wish to contact a social security
disability attorney who can help determine your eligibility for disability benefits and help resolve any problems that may
ar ise with your disability claims.

You may also wish to find more detailed infor mation by visiting the SSA’s website at www.ssa.gov.
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