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What You Need To Know Now

Mental health bdisoi‘der?i are now the most
ericans to be classified as disableq ial S :
ﬁglministration (SSA). According to the mosl.)tyrei}elait 2::;?iﬁiecumty
than 10 million Americans are receiving Social Securitleise’tlI)l']l(? v
[psurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) ben lfi]tty
This includes disabled workers, disabled widowers and disaebl ii
adult children. Of the total in all three groups more than 3.5 milli;n

(35.5 percent) are classified as disabled due to a mental illness
including intellectual disabilities). )

common reason for

Qualifying for disability benefits due to a mental disorder is
complex and difficult.

Qocial Security is going to ask you a lot of questions to determine
if your mental condition qualifies for disability payments. Does the
condition cause you to be absent from work too often? Are there
many days when you just can’t get out bed? Do you have problems
concentrating on a task or remembering instructions at work? Do

you have trouble keeping up with production quotas?

SSA will also want to know how well you can carry out activities
of daily living. Activities of daily living are simply the normal,
basic things that most people must do in life, such as bathing,
getting dressed, cooking, cleaning, shopping, etc. Social Security
also uses social functioning as another indicator to determine the
severity of a mental disorder. Social Security will evaluate your
ability to communicate and relate to family, friends, co-workers and
those in the public arena to determine if you are able to function

independently, appropriately, and effectively.

Inconsidering an application for disability benefits, Social Security is
also going to ask about treatments and medications. They will want
' know for how long you have been treated and if the treatments Or
Medications improved your condition and what are the side effects.



dealing with a mental i]],
— that a person €ss
Statns,ltlcss EEZI‘:’ to be awarded benefits than a person wit} a
is no les

i
physical disorder.

s the good news. However, it is difficult for everyone to qualify
Thats 28 8 o out of three initial applications for Socjg)

fits. More than tw . :
g’;ﬁiﬁ; disability benefits are denied, and fewer than four in tey

are approved after all levels of appeal.

Social Security’s typical response to people with severe mentg]
problems who apply for disability is that they can work at simple
unskilled jobs. We know, from experience that mental health
disability cases are not easy to win, but they can be won, if the case

is properly documented.

Often times the question is not whether or not you are able to work
but rather whether you are able to sustain work. It is critical to
prove how your limitations interfere with your ability to hold a job

over the long haul.

The process can be slow, frustrating, and disheartening especially
when you are in real need of the benefits you paid for with your
Social Security taxes.

More thap 60% of applicants who are denied SSDI or SSI benefits
the first time they apply simply give up in frustration. Many people

would have been eventually awarded benefits if they kept fighting
for the benefits they paid for,

Don’t give up!



Types of Disability Payments

There are two kinds of disability payments allowed under Social
b y law:
1. Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) pays
penefits to you and, In certain circumstances, dependent
children if you are disabled and you worked long enough and
paid Social Security taxes.

9. Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is based on
financial need. The Social Security Administration says, “It
:s designed to help aged, blind, and disabled people, who

have little or no income.”

Listings.

The Social Security Administration maintains a list of impairments
with detailed requirements for when the SSA should judge a mental
or physical condition to be disabling. If an individual matches the
requirements in the listings (also called the “Blue Book”) they

automatically qualify for disability payments.

In 1984, Congress overhauled the SSA disability program and,
among other changes, revised the listings for mental conditions. The
revised listings for mental impairments reduced the weight given to
medical factors and put a greater weight on functional capacities,
such as the applicant’s ability to perform activities of daily living.
They also required that evidence provided by the applicant’s
healthcare provider be considered first, before an examination with
a doctor hired by the Social Security Administration.

Most individuals with mental health issues don’t match up exactly

to th_e Social Security’s listings and therefore do not aqutomatically

quah,fy for benefits. Nevertheless, they can qualify for benefits by

ﬁ:?;‘{;ﬁgdt_hey are not able to sustain work activity due to a mental
’ 1sorder.



’hat is Disability as Defined by Social Security?
What1

he Social Security Administration, “the deﬁnition o
r Social Security 1s dlff.e}'ent than other Program,
nly for total disability. No benefits aye payablé
for short-term disability.

According to t
disability unde
Gocial Security p_ays 0
for partial disability or

nder Social Security is based on your inability ¢ work

Disability u disabled under Social Security rules if:

(They) consider you

You cannot do work that you did before.
(They) decide that you cannot adjust to other work becayge of

your medical condition(s).

Your disability has lasted or is expected to last for at least one
year or to result in death.”?

Many applicants for Social Security disability believe that if thej,
doctor tells them they are disabled then they should have no trouble
qualifying for benefits. Unfortunately, this s not the case. The word
“disabled” can mean different things to different people and even
to different parts of the government. Webster’s dictionary defines
“disabled” as “incapacitated by illness or injury; also: physically
or mentally impaired in a way that substantially limits activity
especially in relation to employment or education.” Your doctor may
have a somewhat different definition.

To Social Security, “disabled” means that you cannot sustain any
Job in the national economy given your age, education, and work
experience. For that reason, Social Security’s rules state that
disability is a matter for the government to decide — not your doctor.
Social Security has its own rules and its own procedures. Social

Security even has its own doctors who will review your case and
come to their own conclusions.

An‘fé’f“"’"ta’}} disability secret is that, in the end, labels sucP
as “disabled” are not very important.

3
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The Social Security Administration makes decisions regardi

disability cases based on an applicant’s ability to work. Underlili
i ramew(’rk’ there are numerous mental disorders that qualify for
disability benefits, if severe enough to limit a person’s ability to

W ()1'k .

These disorders include (but are not limited to):

gome Qualifying Mental Disorders for Social Security
Beneﬁts

. anxiety disorders;

. post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD);

« depression;

. bipolar disorder (formerly manic depression);
« schizophrenia;

« schizoaffective disorder;

- traumatic brain injuries resulting in mental, emotional and
cognitive disorders; and

» learning disabilities such as low intellectual functioning.

(In the next sections of this guidebook we will examine in greater
depth the most common mental disorders and how they relate to
Social Security disability benefits.)



prevent individuals from

rdeI‘S Wthh
on for benefits.
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Physical illnesses ay o may qualify a pers

gustaining employment als
Physical Disorders for Social Security

Some Qualifying

Benefits
ms including chronic obstructive

proble
(COPD), emphysema and asthma;

chronic breathing PI
pulmonary deficiency

uries, and other joint conditions including

hip and knee in]

arthritis;
muscle and bone disorders;

diabetes;
uries and conditions, including degenerative

back and neck inj
n, bulging disks, spinal stenosis

disk disease, disk herniatio

and scoliosis;

spinal disorders;

chronic migraine headaches;

HIV and AIDS;

cancer;

heart problems;

stroke and other neurological problems;
epilepsy and seizure disorders;

multiple sclerosis (MS);

hepatitis C; and

fibrc g
ymyalgia and other chronic pain disorders
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Anxiety Disorders

«Unlike the relatively mild, brief anxiety caused by a specific event
(such as speaking in public or a first date), severe anxiety that lasts
at least six months is generally considered to be problem that might
benefit from evaluation and treatment,” according to the National
Institute on Mental Health.* “Anxiety disorders commonly occur
along with other mental or physical illnesses, including alcohol or
substance abuse, which may mask anxiety symptoms or make them
worse.” There are several types of anxiety disorders that are included
in the Social Security Administration’s listings on mental health:

1. Generalized Anxiety Disorder. This is a constant state of
tension or worry that lasts six months or longer.

2. Panic Attacks. Under Social Security rules, a claimant may
qualify for benefits if they have a panic disorder or panic
attacks characterized by repeated episodes of unprovoked
anxiety or terror. These episodes can last up to ten minutes
and include such physical symptoms as: shaking, racing
heartbeat, breathing difficulties and nausea; and the person
may believe they are having a heart attack.

3. Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. Those with OCD may
suffer from frequent intrusive thoughts or impulses known
as obsessions, which they try to control through repetitive

behaviors known as compulsions.

4. Phobia. A phobia is an irrational and overwhelming fear of
an object or situation that prevents a person from engaging
in life activities, including work. Although the person knows
they are over-reacting, they cannot stop the fear.

Most individuals with anxiety problems don’t match up exactly to the
Social Security’s listings. The Social Security Administration enlists
a complex set of rules, to determine disability. Disability benefits
for anxiety disorder are awarded only to those who can demonstrate
asevere and marked impact on their lives and prove they are unable
' sustain work activity as a result of their condition.

4 .
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

Those with Post-Traumatic Stress Disgrder (PTSD) experience
severe stress symptoms, including recurring memories, flashbacksg
and hyper-vigilance in response to a traumatlc event, such as fil‘_med
combat, rape, physical abuse, natural disaster, or personal injury,
The symptoms last one month or longer.

To meet the requirement of the “Blue Book” listing, the: applicant
must have regular “marked distress” in 13he form of nightmares
disruptive flashbacks, or alarming memories that are more severe
than just disturbing memories that make a person t}ncomfortable_
To qualify for benefits the PTSD must severely mtgrfere with
daily activities, ability to concentrate, and interaction with others.

Accurate and detailed medical records from a doctor or other
healthcare professional are critically important to winning a SSDI
or SSI disability claim. For a PTSD claim, medical records should
include a detailed description of the typical PTSD circumstances
including details of what triggers an episode, how long it usually
lasts and how frequent are the episodes. A healthcare provider’s
opinion on whether the description of symptoms matches their
evaluation of the claimant’s mental state should also be included.
Most important, the medical record should include a description of
how PTSD episodes adversely affect the applicant’s daily life.



Depression and Bipolar Disorder

and Bipolar Disorder are two common types of mood
less it is severe and disabling, qualifying for Social
ability benefits solely due to a mood disorder can be

Depression
disorders. Un

Security dis
difficult.

To get disability benefits a claimant must demonstrate to SSA
that the disorder causes serious difficulties in activities of daily
living* (SSA uses the shorthand ADL), impedes social interactions
with others, and interferes with their ability to concentrate. Most
important, they must show how the condition interferes with their

ability to do work—even simple unskilled work.

Depression symptoms must have lasted or are expected to last at
least 12 months and must encompass (and medical records must

show) at least four of the following:

. pervasive loss of interest in almost all activities;

+ decreased energy;

- overeating or lack of appetite;

. disturbed sleep patterns: insomnia or oversleeping;
+ difficulty concentrating or thinking;

* lack of physical movement;

* feelings of guilt or worthlessness;

paranoia, delusions, or hallucinations; or

" suicidal thoughts.

For individuals with psychological disorders there are times when
freatments are effective and they are able to function well and there
?r@_l)ther times when the treatments are ineffective. The periods
sfjlme when one’s mental state deteriorates are called “episodes of
““Ompensation” and are referenced in SSA’s listings.

13
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Schizophrenia

Schizophrenia is a mental disorder that is poorly understood.

Friends, family and employers are commonly shocked and confused

by the disorder which can cause a wide range of unusual behaviors

including hallucinations, delusions and an inability to concentrate.
A The National Institute of Mental Health estimates that more than
b three million Americans have this illness.

Many people with schizophrenia have difficulty caring for themselves
and holding a job.

Even though treatment may lessen symptoms of schizophrenia, some
people, even with treatment, may not be able to work because of the
severity of their illness or due to the side effects of anti-psychotic

medications.

In order to prove you are disabled under Social Security’s rules, you
need to show that your schizophrenia prevents you from performing
even simple, routine repetitive work or causes at least two of the

following:

e marked restrictions on activities of daily living (including
activities like dressing, cleaning, managing money),

« marked difficulties functioning in social setting,

e marked inability to complete tasks in a timely manner, and/
or

. « three or more episodes of decompensation — periods of time
é“ when treatments are ineffective and one’s mental state
| deteriorates — that last an extended period of time.

’ To qualify for benefits the symptoms of schizophrenia must have
lasted or are expected to last for at least 12 months.
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Schizoaffective Disorder

A condition that involves tbe symptoms of SChlZlophr(?nia combineg
with symptoms of mood disorder, schlzoaffectlve dlSOI:dEr is ot
considered a distinct disorder by some medical pI‘OfeSSlOr-lalS who
believe the illness is schizophrenia first and foremost, with Some

mood problems. However, for the purposes of (.iisability, SSA does
der schizoaffective disorder a distinct medical condition.

consi
Individuals whose lives have been touched by schizoaffectiy,
disorder would likely meet the SSA listing if they have one or mopg

of the following symptoms:

e delusions or hallucinations,

 illogical thinking or speech that lacks meaning with
inappropriate effect, and/or

* emotional isolation.

Whether or not an individual is approved for disability benefits
depends almost entirely on the information contained in their
medical records. This includes statements and notes from a treating
physician (a doctor who has a history of treating the applicant and is,
therefore, qualified to comment as to their condition and prognosis).
It also may include reports of imaging studies (such as x-rays, MRIs,
and CT scans) and lab panels (i.e. bloodwork), discharge summaries
from hospital stays and physical therapy reports.

?n some disability claims, Social Security will request that an
;‘Il)lglii-caﬁnt;e examined by a healthcare professional of their choosing.
o0 ib‘l'tn 1ngs will 'also be considered in determining disability

o o Although it doesnt always work this way, administrative

law j r : oS
w:; J}l,l;l tg eShWhO .de.Ude disability cases are required to give greater
80t to the opinions of g treating physician.
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