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When we talk about disability, we are also talking about the social reaction to an impairment or physical fact.  The label of disability can be said to be of a political, economic and age related social construction. 

Current political debate routinely discusses the budgetary imparts surrounding the availability and funding levels of Social Security, while neglecting to look at how a comprehensive vocational rehabilitation approach can maintain the effectiveness and vitality of the aging US workforce.  

The Census Bureau Population (2001), reported the findings of data collected from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), which revealed that 19.7% of the US population, nearly 52.6 million people have a limitation in a functional activity or social role.  Of this population, slightly more than 33 million people are classified as having a severe disability.  The data further shows that disability and severe disability rates increase with age as noted below.

	Age Group (for entire population)
	Percentage with a disability (all severities)

	Less than 15 years 
	7.8%

	15-24 years
	10.7%

	25-44 years
	13.4%

	45-54 years
	22.6%

	55-64 years
	35.7%

	65-69 years
	44.9%

	80+ years
	73.6%


Comparing these age group disability rates against current (2000) Census Bureau US demographic characteristics suggests, that the proportion of the US population classified as having a disability will continue to increase as more people move into higher age brackets.  The US Federal Interagency Forum Report on Aging (2004), shows that over 110 Million people will be over age 55 by the year 2020.  Currently there are only 59 million people over age 55.  The report also reveals that age 55 is when most Americans start to show health disorders and impairments.  As Social Security extends retirement age and the prospect of “unlivable” Social Security retirement benefits keep people in the workforce longer - the need to address the accommodation and vocational rehabilitation needs of this aging population is immense and growing.

Seeing a true picture of what we are approaching is frighteningly simple – more people will need more resources to maintain competitive employment from a shrinking base of services.  

Examples of how to combine traditional rehabilitation engineering practices commonly used during vocational rehabilitation with deliberate and proactive ergonomic intervention prior to injury have been implemented as a means to heighten productivity and reduce work related difficulty or injury in the aging worker.  

Identification, assessment, and accommodation strategies for individuals with visual limits, repetitive stress, and mobility or pain issues have been proven to benefit both workers who are aging with disabilities and people aging into disability. 
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