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I. Background.

The Clinical Center Rehabilitation Medicine Department (CC-RMD) at the National Institutes of
Health (NIH) has agreed to assist the Social Security Administration (SSA) to explore innovative
methods for augmenting and improving the current disability evaluation process. Historically,
SSA has attempted to provide adjudicators with screening tools designed to expedite claim
allowances. One such screening tool is the Listing of Impairments (Listings), which identifies
categories of medical diagnoses by group. However, evidence suggests that, over time, the
diagnostic basis for the Listings has become less useful as a marker of disability. Data from the
SSA indicate that early use of the Listings accounted for more than 90% of allowances.
However, by 2004, the Listings accounted for only 52% of the allowances. SSA wants to
understand how the current functional requirements in the Listings may be more effectively used
to screen likely allowances sooner. It is in this context that the SSA sought help from the NIH-
CC-RMD to examine existing SSA data to improve screening processes and to explore
innovative methods for augmenting the existing disability evaluation process. Thus, this project
includes two major lines of research: 1) analysis of existing SSA data, and 2) assessing the
feasibility of developing Computer Adaptive Testing (CAT) instruments that can be integrated
into the SSA data collection and determination processes. NIH-CC-RMD investigators will take
the lead on data analysis, while external collaborators will be leading CAT tool development.

The first major line of work requires analysis of data from longitudinal research files maintained
by the Social Security Administration’s Office of Disability Program Information and Studies
(ODPIS). These files house extensive administrative data, including application data, earnings
data and decisional data. Each record represents one disability claim. Past efforts to improve the
quality and utility of the files were challenged by resource constraints. Users of the data files
will need to creatively problem-solve and formulate solutions to data-related issues as they arise.
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