
 

Living with a disability is very expensive –
even with government assistance
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Edward Mitchell is 34 years old and lives in
Jackson, Tennessee, with a spinal cord injury
caused by a hit-and-run accident that happened
when he was 17. He has plenty of expenses that
all Americans have, like groceries and utilities. But
to maintain his independence, he also has to pay
for home modifications to accommodate his
wheelchair, personal nursing care, dictation tools
to help him write and adjustments to his car so he
can drive himself to work. 

He is just one of the 20 million working-age adults
living with disabilities in the U.S., for whom it takes
more money to make ends meet because of the
additional expenses they face every day. 

In a recent working paper published with the
National Disability Institute, a nonprofit
organization that works to build a better financial
future for people with disabilities and their families,
we estimated the amount of extra costs associated
with living with a disability for Americans ages 18
to 69 years old. 

Using data from four nationally representative
surveys, we found that adults with disabilities
require, on average, 28% more income to achieve
an identical standard of living as a household of
the same size and income where no one has

disabilities—and that's on top of what is already
covered and provided by government programs
offering disability benefits. At the median U.S.
income level, that amounts to an additional
US$17,690 per year. 

Each person's exact costs are likely to vary
depending on which disabilities they have and what
specific expenses they face. 

Why this matters for how we measure poverty

For people like Edward, it takes more income to
achieve the same standard of living as a person
without a disability. Yet, the federal poverty
guidelines do not take these additional costs into
account. This is important because these
guidelines are used to determine financial eligibility
for many social welfare programs. 

Treating his income as the same as a person
without a disability ignores the fact that a significant
percentage of his earnings are devoted to
expenses related to his disability.

We estimate that, if the federal poverty guidelines
took into account these extra costs, as many as 2.2
million more people with disabilities would be
counted as poor and become eligible for programs
like health care and food assistance that people
depend on for their basic needs. 

What could be done?

There is ample precedent for adjusting income
figures when determining whether a family is below,
at or above the federal poverty level. This is
automatic, for instance, based on family size:
Larger families can earn more money than smaller
ones, and still remain eligible for various benefits. 

It objectively costs more to raise a family of four
than a family of three. The same is true for people
with disabilities. Income eligibility guidelines for
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programs such as housing assistance and medical
insurance—all of which are already adjusted for 
family size—could also be adjusted to compensate
for the extra costs of disability. 

Such an adjustment would be in line with current 
U.S. policies that already recognize these extra
costs. For example, to receive food assistance, a
household of three cannot earn more than $2,353 a
month and cannot have cash assets greater than
$2,250. However, if the household has a member
with a disability, the household can have assets up
to $3,500. 

Another option would be to create a disability living
allowance program that helps cover the
unavoidable costs of living with a disability. At
present, U.S. disability support programs only
provide benefits if the person can prove that they
are unable to work for a year or longer. This means
that millions of people with disabilities who can
work are provided no support for their extra costs of
living. 

In the U.K., by contrast, the Personal
Independence Program provides cash benefits to
help adults with the extra costs of living with a
disability—regardless of whether they are able to
work. That program and others in Sweden, New
Zealand and Fiji help people with disabilities find,
keep and build economic security in ways the U.S.
does not. 

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons license. Read the 
original article.

  Provided by The Conversation
APA citation: Living with a disability is very expensive – even with government assistance (2021, March
24) retrieved 13 September 2022 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-03-disability-
expensive.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study or research, no
part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               2 / 2

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/family+size/
https://www.nationaldisabilityinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/extra-costs-living-with-disability-brief.pdf
https://www.nationaldisabilityinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/extra-costs-living-with-disability-brief.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/a-quick-guide-to-snap-eligibility-and-benefits
https://www.ssa.gov/disability/professionals/bluebook/general-info.htm
https://www.gov.uk/pip
https://www.gov.uk/pip
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/costs/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/program/
https://www.forsakringskassan.se/english/disability
https://www.workandincome.govt.nz/products/a-z-benefits/disability-allowance.html
https://www.workandincome.govt.nz/products/a-z-benefits/disability-allowance.html
https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/RessourcePDF.action?id=56925
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/disabilities/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/living-with-a-disability-is-very-expensive-even-with-government-assistance-157283
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-03-disability-expensive.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-03-disability-expensive.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

