
Project for Middle 
Class Renewal

Megan Bergman
Robert Bruno 
April 8, 2026

 
 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE ILLINOIS  
LABOR MARKET FOR PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES: WORKING LESS  
AND STILL FACING CHALLENGES  



2

TABLE OF CONTENTS
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ................................................................................................................................................

AUTHOR BIOS ................................................................................................................................................................

ABOUT THE PROJECT FOR MIDDLE CLASS RENEWAL.......................................................................................

INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................................................................

DATA AND METHOD .....................................................................................................................................................

INDIVIDUALS WITH DISABILITIES IN ILLINOIS ......................................................................................................

WORKFORCE ATTACHMENT AND PARTICIPATION .............................................................................................

Workforce Non-Participation......................................................................................................................................

Workforce Participation...............................................................................................................................................

     Employment Rate of Disabled Individuals in the Active Labor Force...........................................................

     Employment Rate of Disabled Individuals Among the Total Working Age Population............................

Unemployment...............................................................................................................................................................

Unemployment Rate of Disabled Individuals in the Active Labor Force.......................................................

     Unemployment Rate of Disabled Individuals Among the Total Working Age Population........................

Educational Attainment and Employment Status of Individuals with Disabilities in Illinois.......................

Labor Force Attachment................................................................................................................................................

     Categorical Weeks Worked During the Year (2008-2018)..................................................................................

     Numerical Weeks Worked During the Year After 2019.....................................................................................

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE..............................................................................................

CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................................................................................

REFERENCES...................................................................................................................................................................

APPENDIX ........................................................................................................................................................................

Categorical Weeks Worked During the Year (2008-2018), Neighboring States.................................................

     Indiana..........................................................................................................................................................................

     Iowa...............................................................................................................................................................................

 Kentucky.......................................................................................................................................................................

     Missouri........................................................................................................................................................................

     Wisconsin.....................................................................................................................................................................

Numerical Weeks Worked During the Year (2019-2024), Neighboring States..................................................

     Indiana..........................................................................................................................................................................

     Iowa...............................................................................................................................................................................

 Kentucky.......................................................................................................................................................................

     Missouri........................................................................................................................................................................

     Wisconsin.....................................................................................................................................................................

Educational Attainment Levels and Employment Status of Persons with Disabilities in Illinois................

3

4

4

5

6

7

10

10

11

11

12

13

13

14

15

17

17

18

19

19

20

22

22

22

22

23

23

23

24

24

24

24

24

24

25



3

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Descriptive analysis of data on disability and employment for Illinois and neighboring states (Indiana, Iowa, 
Kentucky, Missouri, and Wisconsin) from the American Community Survey (ACS) between the years of 2008 
and 2024 was conducted to generate the following data digest. This analysis revealed insights into long-term 
trends in state-level differences regarding employment and labor market outcomes for individuals with  
disabilities in Illinois and its neighboring states. Key findings from our descriptive analysis of the ACS data 
are presented below.

•	 Illinois has the lowest percentage of working-age individuals with disabilities compared to neighboring 
states (average 13.9 percent).

•	 Approximately 80 percent of Illinoisans with disabilities have Medicare, Medicaid, or other government 
assistance for health insurance.

•	 The employment rates for Illinoisans with disabilities are 30 to 40 percent lower than Illinois residents 
without disabilities. 

•	 Illinois disabled workers active in the labor force have a lower attachment (work fewer weeks) to employment 
than non-disabled workers. 

•	 Compared to neighboring states, Illinois has the highest rate of unemployment for individuals with disabilities.
•	 Iowa and Wisconsin have greater rates of workforce participation and lowest rates of workforce non- 

participation for people with disabilities compared to Illinois, Kentucky, Missouri, and Indiana.
•	 Most disabled individuals in Illinois hold a high school diploma as their highest level of educational attainment.
•	 Receiving any amount of postsecondary education increases labor force attachment for Illinois residents 

with disabilities.
•	 In 2024, Illinoisans with disabilities who have a bachelor’s degree have a higher rate of employment than 

state residents who have other levels of educational attainment. 
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INTRODUCTION
Employment makes a difference for both individuals with disabilities and the firms that hire them (Lindsay 
et al., 2018; Schur, 2002). Although studies regarding the benefits of employment for people with disabilities 
have been emerging, sobering statistics indicate that these individuals continue to face challenges with 
navigating the labor market, securing employment, and remaining in the workforce long-term. January 2026 
Current Population Survey data analyzed by the Office of Disability Employment Policy in the U.S. Department 
of Labor (n.d.) indicates individuals with disabilities are participating in the labor force less and have  
a higher rate of unemployment than non-disabled individuals. Additionally, when looking at the intersections 
of disability with age and race and ethnicity that that younger persons with disabilities have a far higher 
unemployment rate than and participate in the workforce less than the general population of working  
age persons with disabilities and non-white persons with disabilities have lower participation and higher 
unemployment rates than individuals with disabilities who are white. Despite continued calls for greater 
integration of people with disabilities in the workforce and workplace, these statistics indicate that inequity 
and unequal opportunities persist for individuals with disabilities regarding employment.

Factors leading to unequal employment opportunities and low retention of individuals with disabilities in 
the workforce are well documented in two key streams of studies. One set of studies focuses on the effects 
of disablism1 and discrimination in the hiring and employment of people with disabilities. Within this area 
of research, studies continue to confirm the presence of disablism in both the labor market and workplace, 
even decades after the passage of policy interventions intended to reduce discrimination and promote 
equal participation, such as Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Title VII) and the Americans with  
Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990. 

Studies suggest that employers treat varying levels of severity of a disability as a monolith (Bhattacharya  
& Long, 2015). They will also stereotype individuals with disabilities as having low motivation and believe 
that they will perform less than their non-disabled colleagues (Fiske et al., 1999; Smith et al., 2004).  
As a result, employers discount the skills and qualifications of individuals with disabilities, especially  
during hiring processes (Wilton & Schuer, 2006). 

Other research documents employer aversion and stigmatization. Employers cite concerns about safety, 
fear of litigation, and lack of training regarding supporting people with disabilities in the workplace, as well 
as belief in myths regarding costs of accommodations (Kaye et al., 2011; Morgan & Alexander, 2005; Shier et 
al., 2009). Beyond limits in access to employment, discriminatory dynamics also impact how individuals with 
disabilities experience and navigate the workplace. Studies suggest that people with disabilities face ongoing 
challenges when attempting to enter and remain in the workforce, including decreased self-esteem, lower 
levels of thriving at work, increasing job precarity, and lower earnings (Ameri et al., 2018; Baert, 2017; Schur 
& Kruse, 2021; Stone & Colella, 1996).

A second set of studies focuses on the impacts of policy and government support programs, with special 
emphasis on the effects of U.S. social security benefits, such as the Social Security Disability program, or 
SSDI (e.g. Autor & Duggan, 2006; Bound, 1989).2  From these studies, it is thought that policy prescriptions 
may be ineffective because they do not amplify known inroads into employment nor do they reduce or 
eliminate barriers that determine the successes or failures of persons with disabilities when participating or 
seeking to join the labor market (Shier et al., 2009). Indeed, multiple policy interventions seeking to address 
inequities in hiring and employment have been enacted, particularly at the federal level. These include the 
establishment of SSDI and SSI, Title VII, and the ADA, as well as updates to the Fair Labor Standards Act 
(FLSA) and the recent passages of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) in 2014. 

1Thomas (2007) defines disablism as “social oppression involving the social imposition and restrictions on the activity of people with impairments and the social engendered  
undermining of their psycho-emotional well-being” (p. 73). 2SSDI differs from its counterpart, Supplemental Security Income (SSI) such that to be eligible for SSDI, individuals must 
work first, whereas SSI does not have this requirement. 
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Recent policy efforts have focused on ensuring that people with disabilities are earning a fair wage and do 
not get sorted into segregated, subminimum-wage jobs. At the federal level, Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor 
Standards Act (FLSA) outlines a wage program, of which qualifying employers can pay individuals less than 
the minimum wage. Given its known harmful effects (e.g., Avellone et al., 2023; Crawford & Goodman, 2013; 
Soffer et al., 2011), the U.S. Department of Labor has attempted to remove Section 14(c) from the FLSA but 
has yet to be successful. Given the harmful effects of the Section 14(c) wage program, both the federal  
government and individual states are enacting other policy measures. For instance, the Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) expands employment and training opportunities for people with disabilities 
with a focus on helping individuals with disabilities obtain employment in competitive jobs that pay at least 
minimum wage and have opportunities for advancement via state-level vocational rehabilitation agencies 
and programs. At the state level, individual states are also passing laws to eliminate subminimum wages for 
individuals with disabilities to circumvent the Section 14(c) program, including Illinois who recently passed 
their Dignity in Pay Act in January 2025, and will go into effect in January 2030. 

Taken together, these streams of research, alongside recent federal and state policy efforts, sets the stage 
for understanding the labor force attachment of people with disabilities in Illinois. In this data digest, we 
take the opportunity to investigate labor force participation and attachment of disabled Illinoisans using 
American Community Survey (ACS) data from 2008 to 2024, and where possible, compare the employment 
landscape in Illinois to the employment landscape in its neighboring states (Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Missouri, 
and Wisconsin). By aggregating this data and examining longitudinal trends, we aim to provide a snapshot of 
the potential factors and outcomes of labor force participation and attachment for individuals with disabilities.

DATA AND METHOD
We use data from the American Community Survey (ACS) Public Use Microdata Samples (PUMS) database 
housed by the U.S. Census Bureau.3 The federal government collects data for the ACS on a yearly basis and 
provides annual estimates for analysis. Simple frequency descriptives housed in the PUMS database were 
gathered for key variables for the populations of disabled individuals in Illinois as well as its neighboring 
states (Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Missouri, and Wisconsin) between 2008 and 2024.4 Frequency data were 
analyzed by creating various proportions, with additional descriptive analysis conducted on these proportions 
where relevant inferences and comparisons can be made. As this report serves solely as a data digest,  
it should be noted that we seek to make no causal inferences regarding outcomes at the intersection of  
people with disabilities, employment and labor market participation, and larger social and systemic factors.

3PUMS data was gathered using the ACS PUMS database located at https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/pums.html 
4Questions about disability were not asked in the ACS until 2008. ACS data is not available for 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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INDIVIDUALS WITH DISABILITIES IN ILLINOIS
We first present demographic information regarding the population of individuals with disabilities in Illinois. 
As shown in Figure 1, the percentage of working age people with disabilities both in Illinois and its neighbor-
ingstates increased from 2008 to 2024. In 2024, approximately 1.5 of every 10 individuals of working age 
in Illinois has a disability, marking an increase from approximately 1.3 of every 10 working age Illinoisans. 
Moreover, in comparison to neighboring states, the proportion of people with disabilities in Illinois is among 
the lowest we investigated and has a population of people with disabilities most similar to Wisconsin and 
Iowa. In stark contrast to Illinois, Wisconsin, and Iowa, Kentucky has the highest proportion of individuals 
with disabilities, with nearly 1 out of every 5 working age Kentuckians being someone with a disability.  
Missouri and Indiana are beginning to approach this same ratio.

Figure 1: Percentage of Disabled Individuals Out of Total Working Age 
Population by State

Across the entire dataset for Illinois, an average of 54 percent of disabled working age Illinoisans are female, 
compared with 46 percent who are male. Additionally, as shown in Figure 2, most individuals of working age 
with disabilities in Illinois, on average are White (74.5 percent), with far fewer individuals who are Black (19.1 
percent), Asian American (3.4 percent), and from indigenous racial and ethnic groups (0.1 and 1.44 percent 
for Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and Alaska Natives/American Indians, respectively). Additionally, within 
Illinois, all disability types surveyed in the ACS are represented. 

Figure 3 reveals that, on average, the greatest population of working age individuals with disabilities in  
Illinois are persons with physical disabilities (56.5 percent), followed by individuals with cognitive disabilities 
(35.8 percent), hearing impairments (27.0 percent), vision impairments (18.0 percent), and disabilities  
connected to military service participation (2.7 percent). As of 2024, the average age of employed individuals 
with disabilities in Illinois is 49 years old, while the average age of those unemployed is 40 and those not  
in the labor force is 66. 
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Additionally, Illinois residents with disabilities are generally covered by some form of health insurance. The 
average rate of coverage from 2008 to 2024 is 93.5 percent. Over the period investigated, we find, as shown 
in Figure 4, that approximately 80 percent of people with disabilities in Illinois are covered by Medicare 
(approximately 50 percent) or Medicaid or other government assistance (approximately 30 percent). We 
also observe that approximately 30 percent of individuals with disabilities in Illinois receive health insurance 
coverage from their employer and another 20 percent have coverage they have directly purchased from an 
insurance company. However, rates of coverage for individuals who are military-connected under Tricare 
and Veterans Affairs Health Services are low. The rate of health care coverage is the lowest for individuals 
who are enrolled in the Indian Health Service.

Figure 2:  Average Percentage of Working-Age Individuals with Disabilities of a Given Race 
or Ethnicity in Illinois 

Figure 3:  Average Percentage of Working-Age Individuals in Illinois with a Given Type  
of Disability
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Figure 4: Healthcare Insurance Coverage Rates by Type of Insurance
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WORKFORCE ATTACHMENT AND PARTICIPATION

WORKFORCE NON-PARTICIPATION
We first consider the rates of non-participation of working age individuals with disabilities in Illinois and its 
neighboring states. Overall, as shown in Figure 5, non-participation remains high in each state despite a 
general decline in non-participation from 2018 and onward. Illinois has one of the highest non-participation 
rates compared to its neighboring states. The rates have decreased over time from 73.5 percent in 2008 
to 69.8 percent in 2024. Notably, Iowa and Wisconsin have the lowest rates of non-participation, whereas 
Kentucky is the highest. The average rates of non-participation from 2008 to 2004 show that approximately 
7 out of every 10 disabled individuals do not participate in the labor force.

We also compared the non-participation rates of working age Illinoisans with a disability to individuals living 
in Illinois who do not have a disability. Data shown in Figure 6 below reveal that the non-participation rate 
for non-disabled Illinoisans remains generally stable from 2008 to 2004 at 25 percent to 30 percent, with  
the average rate sitting at 27.8 percent. However, the non-participation rate of individuals with a disability  
in Illinois is much higher (between 68 percent and 75 percent) and has fluctuated more over the same time 
period. The non-participation rate for disabled individuals has also decreased since 2019. From 2008 to 
2024, there is a vast 35 percent to 45 percent difference in non-participation rates between disabled and 
non-disabled populations.

Figure 5: Number of Disabled Individuals in Illinois and Neighboring 
States Not Participating in the Labor Force
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WORKFORCE PARTICIPATION
Equal in importance to the rate of non-participation in the workforce is the rate of participation in the  
workforce. As such, we investigated the rates of civilian workforce participation among individuals with  
disabilities.5  In analyzing the ACS one-year estimates, we calculated two rates for relevant comparisons. The 
first is the employment rate of disabled individuals in the active labor force. This rate is defined as the percentage 
of individuals who are actively participating in the labor force and are employed. The second is the employment 
rate of disabled individuals relative to the total working population. This rate is defined as the percentage of  
individuals who are employed out of the entire population of disabled persons, meaning the entire working 
age population, including those who are both participating and not participating in the labor market.

EMPLOYMENT RATE OF DISABLED INDIVIDUALS IN THE ACTIVE LABOR FORCE
Figure 7 shows that Illinois has the lowest rates of active labor for employment of individuals with disabilities 
in comparison to its neighboring states, especially from 2014 to 2023 (an average rate of 85.4 percent).  
In contrast to Illinois, Iowa generally has the greatest rate of workforce participation (an average rate of 90.5 
percent). Overall, despite declines during recessions and periods of economic uncertainty, the employment 
rate has continued to increase for all states in the period investigated. Noticeably, after the height of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, rates in all states but Missouri are modestly declining. 

We also sought to understand the active labor force employment rates between Illinoisans with and without 
disabilities. As displayed in Figure 8, there are parallel trends for rates between the two groups from 2008 to 
2024. Individuals without disabilities are employed at a higher rate than those without disabilities. In 2024, the 
rate of employment for individuals with disabilities in Illinois was 88.5 percent and for those without disabilities, 
95 percent. We also observe that the post-Great Recession rate recovers more steadily for individuals without 
disabilities that for those with disabilities. However, rates for both populations have increased over time.  
For individuals with disabilities, the rate increased from 86.8 percent to 88.5 percent between 2008 and 2024,  
and for individuals without disabilities the rate climbed from 93.2 percent in 2008 to 95 percent in 2024.

Figure 6: Workforce Non-Participation Rates of Illinoisans With and 
Without Disabilities

5We define civilian workforce participation as employment in non-military occupations.
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EMPLOYMENT RATE OF DISABLED INDIVIDUALS AMONG THE TOTAL WORKING  
AGE POPULATION
The employment rates of people with disabilities out of the total population of working age individuals with 
disabilities in their respective states have increased over time. Similar to findings regarding the employment 
rate of individuals with disabilities in the active workforce, Figure 9 shows Iowa (average 27.3 percent) and 
Wisconsin (average 25.8 percent) have the highest rates of employment over time whereas Illinois (average 
22.6 percent) and Kentucky (average 20.6 percent) have the lowest rates of participation.

Figure 7: Percentage of Disabled Persons Employed 
in Active Labor Force in Illinois and Neighboring States 

Figure 8: Percentage of Disabled and Non-Disabled 
Illinoisans Employed in Active Labor Force 

Figure 9: Percentage of Disabled Individuals in  
Civilian Employment Out of Total Population  
of Working-Age Individuals with Disabilities

Figure 10: Percentage of Disabled and Non-Disabled  
Illinoisans in Civilian Employment Out of Their  
Total Respective Working-Age Populations 

In Illinois, there is a large gap between the employment rate of all working age individuals with and without 
disabilities (Figure 10). The rate of employment for individuals without disabilities tends to remain stable at 
approximately 65 percent while rates tend to fluctuate slightly for individuals with disabilities between 19.5 
percent and 29.5 percent.
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UNEMPLOYMENT
It is also critical to understand the unemployment rates of individuals with and without disabilities.  
Investigating the unemployment rate allows us to have a grasp on the magnitude and direction of not  
only job displacement but the number of individuals who are seeking and desiring to be employed but  
are not able to obtain employment. 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE OF DISABLED INDIVIDUALS IN THE ACTIVE LABOR FORCE
Within the active labor forces of Illinois and its neighboring states, apart from periods of economic instability 
and downturn, the unemployment rate for individuals with disabilities has generally decreased over time. 
However, in the period after the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, the unemployment rates for most states, 
including Illinois, have been increasing, with the greatest change occurring between 2023 and 2024 (Figure 
11). Comparing all states to each other, Illinois has continually had one of the highest, if not the highest  
unemployment rates throughout the period investigated (average 14.4 percent). 

The unemployment rate is far higher for disabled Illinoisans in the active labor force than for non-disabled 
Illinoisans (Figure 12). As of 2024, the unemployment rate for individuals with disabilities is 11.2 percent, 
whereas the rate for people without disabilities is 4.7 percent. Moreover, there is a steady decline in the 
unemployment rate for individuals after the post-Great Recession recovery period, while the decline for  
individuals with disabilities is more varied. Since 2021, the increase in the unemployment rate has been 
greater for individuals with disabilities than those without.

Figure 11: Percentage of Disabled Individuals  
in the Active Labor Force Who Are Unemployed

Figure 12: Percentage of Disabled and Non-Disabled  
Illinoisans in Active Labor Force Who Are Unemployed 
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Figure 13: Percentage of Unemployed Disabled Individuals Out  
of Total Population of Working-Age Individuals with Disabilities

Figure 14 shows the rate of unemployment for individuals without disabilities in Illinois is higher than for in-
dividuals without disabilities until 2022 when the pattern changes such that the rate is higher for individuals 
with disabilities. As of 2024, the unemployment rate of people in Illinois with disabilities in the active labor 
force is 3.4 percent and for individuals without disabilities this rate is 3.3 percent. 

Figure 14: Percentage of Unemployed Disabled and Non-Disabled 
Illinoisans Out of Their Total Respective Working-Age Populations

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE OF DISABLED INDIVIDUALS AMONG THE TOTAL WORKING  
AGE POPULATION
As shown in Figure 13, unemployment rates of individuals with disabilities in the total working age popula-
tion of disabled individuals in Illinois and neighboring states range from 2.5 percent to 5.5 percent in 2008, 
to approximately 2.25 percent to 3.5 percent in 2024. Once again, we find that Illinois has one of the highest 
rates of unemployment for disabled people out of all the states investigated (average 3.8 percent). 
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND EMPLOYMENT STATUS  
OF INDIVIDUALS WITH DISABILITIES IN ILLINOIS
We further explored data regarding educational attainment levels and employment rates of individuals with 
disabilities in Illinois.6 Figure 15 reveals, on average, 29.3 percent of Illinoisans with disabilities hold a high 
school diploma, whereas 2.7 percent have received no schooling, 5.3 percent have received a GED or alternative 
high school degree, 5.9 percent have an associate’s degree, and 10 percent have a bachelor’s degree.

Figure 15: Highest Education Obtained by Individuals with Disabilities in Illinois

Figure 16 indicates that the higher the level of education, the more likely it is for someone with a disability 
to participate in the workforce in civilian employment. In 2024, 39.1 percent of individuals with disabilities 
who hold bachelor’s degrees are participating, whereas 23.2 percent of high school diploma recipients and 
38.1 percent of individuals with associate’s degrees are also part of the civilian workforce. 

Figure 16: Civilian Employment Rates By Educational Attainment

6For other tables on educational attainment and employment status for individuals with disabilities in Illinois, please see tables 37 through 46 in the Appendix.
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Individuals with disabilities with only some college or at least one year of college but without a credential, 
have some of the highest rates of unemployment in the state of Illinois (Figure 17). Although there is greater 
participation in the workforce when an individual with disabilities has a higher level of educational attainment, 
those with less education are more likely to be employed, which may reflect differences in job search patterns 
or access to certain jobs within the realm of civilian employment. Although outside the scope of this report, 
these observations warrant further investigation into how individuals with disabilities navigate labor markets 
in general based on their level of education (McCauley, 2020). 

However, non-participation in the labor force remains high for working-age individuals with disabilities in 
Illinois regardless of educational attainment. For post-secondary education, bachelor’s degree holders have 
the lowest non-participation rate on average at 57.9 percent (Figure 18).

Figure 17: Unemployment Rates of Individuals with Disabilities in 
Illinois by Educational Attainment Level

Figure 18: Rate of Disabled Illinoisans Not in the Labor Force by 
Educational Attainment Level
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LABOR FORCE ATTACHMENT
An additional measure of labor force participation is how attached individuals with disabilities are to the 
labor force. To conduct this analysis, we use the “categorical weeks” (i.e., a work week defined as a fixed and 
regularly recurring period of 168 hours, seven consecutive 24-hour periods) worked during the year from 
2008 to 2018 and then the average “numerical weeks” worked after 2019. 

CATEGORICAL WEEKS WORKED DURING THE YEAR (2008-2018)
To analyze the categorical weeks worked during the year from 2008 to 2018 for all states, we used the  
annual number of weeks worked as a proxy variable and created three categories to signify labor force  
attachment. These three categories are (1) significantly attached - individuals working at least 48 weeks out  
of the year, (2) primarily attached - individuals working 27 to 47 weeks out of the year, and (3) marginally 
attached - working less than 26 weeks of the year.

Our analysis finds that in Illinois, a high rate of individuals with disabilities are significantly attached to the 
labor force (average 64.5 percent). In comparison, however, as shown in Figure 19, individuals without  
disabilities are more significantly attached to the labor force (average 76.7 percent) than individuals with  
disabilities. Similar trends exist among disabled individuals in the active labor force in other states  
(see Figures 22 through 31 in the Appendix).

7The definition of “categorical week” or a standard workweek is based on Department of Labor regulations and the Fabir Labor Standards Act (FLSA). Starting in 2019, the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics ended their collection of this variable and switched to numerical weeks worked per year. We present these findings separately, as is consistent with presentations of 
analyses of these variables in previous research scholarship.

Figure 19: Labor Force Attachment Rates of Individuals 
With and Without Disabilities in Illinois

When measured against the total working age population, the rate in which individuals with disabilities are 
significantly attached to the labor market is, on average, 3.4 percent (Figure 20). Similar trends occur for 
individuals with disabilities as we observe in Illinois (see Figures 22 through 31 in the Appendix). 
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Figure 20: Labor Force Attachment Rates of Individuals With and 
Without Disabilities in Illinois Out of Total Working Age Population

NUMERICAL WEEKS WORKED DURING THE YEAR AFTER 2019
Starting in 2019, the Bureau of Labor Statistics stopped collecting data regarding the annual number of 
weeks worked from a categorical variable and switched to a numerical weeks variable. As revealed in Figure 
21, examining numerical weeks worked shows that individuals with and without disabilities in Illinois are 
still significantly attached to the labor market at a high rate when in civilian employment status. However, 
individuals with disabilities are less attached (average 46.7 weeks) than those without disabilities (average 
48.7 weeks). Once again, similar trends are observed for individuals with disabilities in neighboring states 
(see Figures 32 through 36 in the Appendix). 

Figure 21: Average Number of Weeks Worked by Individuals with and 
without Disabilities in Illinois
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE
Findings from our analysis reveal areas in which policy and practice could be strengthened to support 
individuals with disabilities as they navigate employment, the labor market, and education. Below are our 
recommendations for policy:
•	 Increase financial and structural support for postsecondary education programs, vocational training, and 

career and technical education for individuals with disabilities.
•	 Update eligibility requirements and asset caps for benefits to reflect current inflation levels and local costs 

of living.
•	 Eliminate employers’ use of 14(c) certificates under Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA)  

to ensure equal pay for equal work.
•	 Offer incentives to employers for extra-compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act, such as  

tax credits.
•	 Provide additional budgetary investments in accessible public transit and infrastructure to support work 

travel for individuals with disabilities.
•	 Consider universal paid leave so workers do not have to choose between their health and their  

employment status.

The following are our recommendations for practice:
•	 Provide easily accessible counseling and educational materials regarding income and healthcare benefits 

for people with disabilities such that they understand how much they can earn and how many hours they 
can work and retain their benefits.

•	 Increase employer, employee, and job seeker awareness and education of rights and responsibilities  
under the Americans with Disabilities Act and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

•	 Increase employer partnerships within programs that offer education and skills training to individuals  
with disabilities, creating direct pipelines to meaningful employment opportunities. 

•	 Expand pre-employment transition services to students to prepare them for immediate entry into the 
labor force upon graduation.

•	 Employers should consider a shift to skills-based hiring over hiring based on degree requirements.
•	 Employers should adopt a centralized accommodation funding model to avoid deterrence of  

accommodating an individual with disabilities based on perceived costs of those accommodations.
•	 Employers should use more proactive onboarding and mentorship of individuals with disabilities  

in the workplace starting from their first day of employment.
•	 Employers should establish employee resource groups for individuals with disabilities and their allies  

as a mechanism for voice, community, and support.

CONCLUSION
Individuals with disabilities in the United States continue to navigate precarious labor markets and unfriendly 
workplace environments. Although policy interventions have been put into place to support individuals  
in the labor market, analyzing data collected from the American Community Survey reveals that Illinois  
residents with disabilities are not equally participating in employment compared to their non-disabled 
peers. Illinois continues to have some of the highest rates of unemployment of individuals with disabilities 
in comparison to its neighboring states. Data regarding the workforce participation and labor force  
attachment of individuals with disabilities reveals that Illinois and its neighboring states have similar  
lower levels of participation and attachment rates of individuals with disabilities.
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APPENDIX
CATEGORICAL WEEKS WORKED DURING THE YEAR (2008-2018), NEIGHBORING STATES 

INDIANA

Figure 22: Labor Force Attachment Rates  
of Individuals with Disabilities in Indiana

Figure 23: Labor Force Attachment Rates of Disabled  
Individuals Out of Total Working Age Adults in Indiana 

IOWA

Figure 24: Labor Force Attachment Rates  
of Individuals with Disabilities in Iowa

Figure 25: Labor Force Attachment Rates of Disabled  
Individuals Out of Total Working Age Adults in Iowa  
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KENTUCKY

Figure 26: Labor Force Attachment Rates  
of Individuals with Disabilities in Kentucky

Figure 27: Labor Force Attachment Rates of Disabled  
Individuals Out of Total Working Age Adults in Kentucky  

MISSOURI

Figure 28: Labor Force Attachment Rates of  
Individuals with Disabilities in Missouri (2008-2018)

Figure 29: Labor Force Attachment Rates of Disabled 
Individuals Out of Total Working Age Adults in Missouri 
(2008-2018) 

WISCONSIN

Figure 30: Labor Force Attachment Rates of  
Individuals with Disabilities in Wisconsin (2008-2018)

Figure 31: Labor Force Attachment Rates of Disabled 
Individuals Out of Total Working Age Adults in Wisconsin 
(2008-2018) 
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INDIANA

Figure 32: Average Weeks Worked for Individuals  
with Disabilities in Indiana

Figure 33: Average Worked for Individuals  
with Disabilities in Iowa  

KENTUCKY

Figure 34: Average Weeks Worked for Individuals  
with Disabilities in Kentucky

Figure 35: Average Weeks Worked for Individuals  
with Disabilities in Missouri 

WISCONSIN

Figure 36: Average Weeks Worked for Individuals  
with Disabilities in Wisconsin 

NUMERICAL WEEKS WORKED DURING THE YEAR (2019-2024), NEIGHBORING STATES 

MISSOURI

IOWA
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT LEVELS AND EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF PERSONS  
WITH DISABILITIES IN ILLINOIS

Figure 37: No Schooling Received Figure 38: High School Diploma 

Figure 39: GED and Alternate Diploma Figure 40: Some College 

Figure 41: One or More Years of College Figure 42: Associate’s Degrees 
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Figure 43: Bachelor’s Degrees Figure 44: Master’s Degrees 

Figure 45: Professional Degrees Figure 46: Doctoral Degrees 


