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Key Findings and Policy Implications 
This paper examines how DI application, receipt, potential benefits, and insurance status differ for 
workers who hold contingent work arrangements, compared to workers in more traditional jobs. 
Contingent work arrangements include independent contractors, consultants, and those in temporary, on-
call, and “gig economy” jobs. The study uses data from the Health and Retirement Study, linked to 
administrative data on DI applications and earnings, and focuses on workers in their 50s and early 60s. 
The paper finds that: 

 	 Based on their work histories, contingent workers are 6 percentage points less likely than 
traditional workers to be eligible to apply for DI. Still, nearly 86 percent of older contingent 
workers have accumulated sufficient job experience to make DI application available to them 
should their health deteriorate. 

 	 Among those eligible to apply for DI benefits, contingent workers are 2.2 percentage points less 
likely to apply than traditional workers. This difference represents about one-quarter of the mean 
application probability for non-contingent workers (8.4 percent). Contingent workers are also 2.4 
percentage points less likely to be awarded benefits; about one-third lower than the mean rate for 
non-contingent workers. 

The study has increasing policy relevance, as contingent workers make up an increasing share of the
	
labor force. Contingent workers tend to have less job security, lower and more unstable earnings, and 

shorter reported work histories toward DI eligibility. The results suggest that even the contingent 

workers who need DI benefits the most – those with chronic conditions and work limitations – are less 

likely to apply for and be awarded benefits.
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