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Abstract. The Social Security Administration (SSA) is funding Youth Transition Demonstration (YTD) projects in multiple sites
across the country. These projects seek to improve transitions to adulthood for youth whose disabilities are so severe that they
either are currently receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security disability benefits, or are at high risk of
receiving them in the future. Youth participating in the projects are eligible for more generous earnings disregards and other
incentives under SSA waivers of certain disability program rules. In addition, the projects provide them with individualized
employment and benefits planning services. The waivers and services are designed to increase the likelihood that the YTD
participants will become employed, earn enough to reduce their disability benefits, and eventually leave the disability rolls.
Under contract with SSA, Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. is conducting a rigorous random assignment evaluation of six of
the demonstration projects. Approximately 880 youth at each site who agree to participate in the evaluation are being randomly
assigned to treatment or control groups. The treatment group members are eligible for the SSA waivers and YTD services; the
control group members are eligible for neither, but they can receive standard disability program work incentives and whatever
alternative services may be available in their communities. Mathematica is gathering data on the treatment and control group
members for up to four years following random assignment through surveys and SSA administrative records. By comparing
mean values of outcomes such as earnings and disability benefit amounts for the treatment and control groups, the evaluation
will assess whether the YTD projects are successful at improving transitions to adulthood. Findings from the evaluation will be
presented in site-specific interim reports in 2010–2012 and in a comprehensive final report in 2014.

Keywords: Transition, youth, disabilities, Social Security, SSA, demonstration, intervention, evaluation, random assignment,
experimental

1. Introduction

The transition to adulthood for youth with disabili-
ties can be difficult, especially if they receive Supple-
mental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security dis-
ability benefits. In addition to the host of issues facing
all transition-age youth, young people with disabilities
face special issues related to health, social isolation,
service needs, potential loss of benefits, and lack of
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access to supports. These challenges complicate their
planning for future education and work and often lead
to poor educational and employment outcomes, high
risk of dependency on public programs, and a lifetime
of poverty.

The public cost of child dependence on disability
benefits is quite large. In December 2007, approxi-
mately 721,000 youth 13 to 21 years old were receiv-
ing SSI benefits totaling more than $400 million each
month [27]. A much smaller number of youth re-
ceive Social Security disability benefits.1 Furthermore,

1Approximately 130,000 youth age 24 or younger were receiving
Social Security disability benefits in December 2006 [26].
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many other youth are at high risk of receiving SSI or
Social Security disability benefits in the future, if they
do not successfully transition to a productive adult life.
This latter group includes youth whose disabilities are
currently not severe but who have a prognosis for de-
creasing functioning over time, as well as youth who
are ineligible for benefits due to deemed parental in-
come but who might be eligible if they were to move
out of their parents’ households after reaching age 18.

Recognizing the importance of service intervention
at this critical juncture in youths’ lives, the Social Se-
curity Administration (SSA) initiated the Youth Tran-
sition Demonstration (YTD) projects. Focusing on
youth of transition age, SSA is investing consider-
able resources in developing and rigorously evaluating
promising strategies to help youth with disabilities be-
come as economically self-sufficient as possible as they
transition from school to work, making it the center-
piece for policy development with respect to transitions
for youth with disabilities. In particular, the YTD ini-
tiative includes strong, policy-relevant demonstration
projects that offer key transition services to large num-
bers of youth with disabilities to help alleviate the barri-
ers they face in their current service environments. The
YTD initiative also includes a set of SSA waivers of
disability program rules that encourage youth to work
by allowing them to retain more of their benefits as
their earnings increase.

A hallmark feature of the YTD study is a rigorous
evaluation of the projects based on an experimental de-
sign. Under this design, youth are randomly assigned
to either a treatment group that is eligible for the SSA
waivers of disability program rules and YTD services
or to a control group that is eligible only for stan-
dard SSA program rules and whatever services may be
available in their communities. Because of random as-
signment, two equivalent groups are created, with on-
ly one of the groups having access to the waivers and
the YTD services. As a result, any observed differ-
ences in outcomes between the two groups of youth
will be attributable with a known degree of confidence
to the YTD interventions. The evaluation is tracking
employment, earnings, and benefit receipt, among oth-
er outcomes, to assess the impacts of the YTD services
and waivers on helping youth find jobs and eventually
move off the disability rolls. While some youth will
find jobs on their own even in the absence of YTD
services and waivers, the evaluation will focus on the
“impacts” that will result directly from the waivers and
services. These are the differences in outcomes over
and above what the youth would naturally experience
in the absence of the YTD services and waivers.

This paper provides an overview of the YTD projects
that are operating across the country and describes the
design for their evaluation. In Section 2, it makes the
case for the policy importance of the YTD initiative.
In Section 3, it documents the barriers that youth with
disabilities face in transitioning to adulthood and Sec-
tion 4 presents the conceptual framework underlying
the YTD projects’ efforts to reduce these barriers. Sec-
tion 5 describes the key programmatic features of the
YTD initiative and Section 6 describes the six projects
participating in the random assignment evaluation and
the selection process. Finally Section 7 discusses the
evaluation design for the YTD projects, anticipated im-
pacts of the interventions and their measurement, and
our plans for reporting the research findings.

2. The policy importance of the YTD initiative

The YTD initiative provides an extremely valuable
opportunity to identify, test, and assess strategies for
helping youth with disabilities make the transition from
school to productive adult lives. This initiative targets
youth with disabilities between the ages 14 and 25 who
are either receiving SSI or Social Security disability
benefits or are at high risk of receiving them in the
future.2 This is a critical group because these youth
are in the process of making human capital investment
decisions that will affect their long-term employment
and program outcomes. Interventions to improve tran-
sition outcomes for this group are highly relevant and
important to disability policy for four reasons.

First, the costs of unsuccessful transitions to adult-
hood are very high for the youth, their families, and so-
ciety. These costs include the effects of long-term de-
pendency and lifelong poverty on the quality of life for
youth with disabilities. Research suggests that career
preparatory activities in schools and communities can
improve youths’ life quality by helping them prepare

2SSA authorized the YTD projects to serve current disability ben-
eficiaries as well as youth who are at high risk of entering the benefi-
ciary roles in the future. Only one YTD project serves at-risk youth;
the Career Transition Project, in Montgomery County, Maryland. It
targets youth who have been classified by the local public school
system as having severe emotional disturbances, or are known to
the school system or the public mental health system to have been
diagnosed with a significant mental illness. Before this project was
selected into the evaluation, a disability expert affiliated with the
University of Maryland reviewed the case files of a random sample
of existing participants and determined that many of them were very
likely to enter the SSI or Social Security disability rolls at some point
in the future absent the project’s services.
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for careers, build self-esteem, increase self-knowledge,
and reduce career indecision [10,13]. Furthermore,
greater self-sufficiency among youth with disabilities
could reduce the support they require from their par-
ents and community organizations, opening up oppor-
tunities for parents to be more successful financially
and for organizations to redirect their efforts to other
individuals in need of assistance. Finally, unsuccess-
ful transitions impose costs on society in the form of
reduced output of goods and services, lower tax rev-
enues, greater criminal activity, and higher rates of in-
carceration. An intervention like YTD therefore offers
the potential to generate benefits and reduce costs for
youth and their families, and for society as a whole, by
improving transition outcomes for some of the nation’s
most vulnerable youth.

Second, among all disability beneficiaries, most of
whom are adults, youth are a particularly promising
target population for an initiative to reduce dependen-
cy. The adolescent years are an auspicious time to in-
tervene – before youth become fully entrenched in de-
pendency. For example, youth in general assign great
importance to acceptance and approval by their peers.
So youth with disabilities may willingly – even ea-
gerly – consider employment options because most of
their nondisabled peers are working or are preparing to
work. Furthermore, the lifetime economic advantage
of work over dependency tends to be high for youth
because they have many years ahead of them when they
potentially could work.

Third, the costs to SSA of providing benefits to youth
with disabilities over their lifetimes are extremely high.
For youth who begin receiving SSI benefits when they
are younger than 18, the average duration of their first
spell on the beneficiary roll is about 11 years, and the
average total duration of all their SSI disability spells
is almost 27 years [24]. At the 2009 federal monthly
benefit level of $674, the net present value in current
dollars of 27 consecutive years of SSI benefits is ap-
proximately $150,000 (using a 3 percent discount rate),
and this does not include the even higher cost of con-
current participation in the Medicaid program. Thus,
interventions for youth that reduce or deter their depen-
dence on disability benefits could result in substantial
savings for SSA and other government agencies.

Finally, research has shown that employment-
focused interventions can be effective in improving
economic outcomes for youth with disabilities. The
three most notable research projects, all of which had
random assignment designs, are the evaluations of the
U.S. Department of Labor’s Structured Training and

Employment Transitional Services (STETS) demon-
stration and SSA’s Transitional Employment Training
Demonstration (TETD) and Project Network. The
STETS demonstration provided transitional employ-
ment services to youth ages 18 to 24 who had IQ scores
between 40 and 80. Two years after enrollment, youth
who had received STETS services were more likely
to be in a competitive job (31 percent were employed,
versus 19 percent of the control group) and their week-
ly earnings, averaged over both employed and not em-
ployed youth, were 74 percent higher than those of their
control group counterparts [11]. The TETD provided
transitional employment services to SSI beneficiaries
ages 18 to 40 with mental retardation. The research
findings from this demonstration illustrate the poten-
tial for transitional employment supports to improve
long-term employment outcomes for young adults with
disabilities: six years after enrollment, the TETD in-
creased employment rates by nine percentage points
and annual earnings by 72 percent [6,29]. Project Net-
work, which provided intensive, employment focused
case-management services to SSI and Social Securi-
ty disability claimants and applicants, found small in-
creases in employment through the sixth year of follow-
up [23].

For all of these reasons SSA undertook the YTD ini-
tiative, which provides funding and technical support
to multiple organizations across the country to devel-
op and implement a variety of intensive interventions
for youth with disabilities. While each YTD project
has a distinctive design, they all have a strong focus
on employment, leverage existing community services,
and offer enhanced financial incentives to work through
waivers of selected rules governing SSA benefit pro-
grams. In addition, each project will serve a large
number of youth, approximately 400, thus providing a
solid basis for statistical analysis. Through a rigorous
random assignment evaluation of these projects, SSA
hopes to identify program components and strategies
that improve employment and earnings outcomes for
youth with disabilities and reduce their dependency on
disability benefits.

3. Potential barriers to successful transition

Youth with disabilities may bring to the transition
process many positive skills and attributes,but they may
also confront a number of barriers that could reduce
the likelihood that they will successfully transition to
adulthood. The YTD interventions have been designed



226 T. Fraker and A. Rangarajan / The social security administration’s youth transition demonstration projects

to leverage the existing strengths of these youth, such
as the desire by many of them to achieve a level of
financial independence and their varied abilities to find
and maintain employment, while explicitly acknowl-
edging and addressing six potential barriers, which are
summarized below. Some of these barriers come from
the specific nature of their disabilities and health condi-
tions, while others arise because of ineffective respons-
es of society and its institutions to the youth and their
disabilities.

3.1. Low expectations about working and
self-sufficiency

Social and self-perceptions of disability can lead to
isolation and diminished expectations by family mem-
bers, teachers, employers, and ultimately by the youth
themselves. Youth whose disabilities are visible may
be marginalized by peers and respond by seeking entry
into communities that embrace their disabilities [31].
Parents, teachers, social workers, and other adults who
are important in a youth’s life often have diminished
expectations for youth with disabilities, especially con-
cerning employment [2]. Youth who internalize these
expectations can be disruptive in social settings, includ-
ing the classroom. This can inhibit their educational
progress and even lead to school suspensions and in-
volvement with the legal system [35], which in turn can
limit employment possibilities.

3.2. Lack of access to effective employment services
and work-based experiences

The service environment for youth with disabilities
is notably weak with respect to assistance in obtain-
ing work-based experiences and securing paid employ-
ment in integrated settings. This issue is especial-
ly problematic for youth with mental disorders, who
make up three-fourths of SSI recipients ages 13 to
21 [27]. Wehman et al. [32] found that, despite the
success of supported-employmentprograms in promot-
ing employment, most youth with mental impairments
remain in segregated settings; for every one working
in integrated settings through supported employment,
4.5 remain in segregated settings. In addition, ser-
vice providers may not understand the full range of
supports that are available to youth with disabilities,
which can lead to conflicting messages about the im-
portance of work. For example, Hill [8] found that ser-
vice providers often do not have a good understanding
of the work incentives available to SSI beneficiaries,

and this limits their ability to coordinate the provision
of employment supports to this population.

YTD-eligible youth who receive SSI benefits may
also face more severe challenges in accessing services
because their families have low incomes. SSI is in-
come conditioned, and the average household income
for child SSI beneficiaries, ages 14 to 23, is just above
the poverty line [35]. These low incomes limit the par-
ents’ capacity to privately purchase services, such as
specialized training, and make the youth dependent on
publicly provided services. The parents may also have
a greater need to work or may have poor communi-
cation and problem-solving skills, which may reduce
their ability to effectively advocate for services [25].

3.3. Gaps in school-based services and an
uncoordinated handoff to adult services

Youth with disabilities may be in school support sys-
tems that have significant gaps in services and are miss-
ing critical linkages to adult services. Many youth do
not get information from their schools on how to access
needed services. A recent study [30] found that a sub-
stantial number of youth and families reported prob-
lems identifying, and learning how to ask for, specific
accommodations they need to succeed in school and
the workplace. The problem of accessing necessary
resources is compounded by a lack of coordination be-
tween school- and adult-based services as youth leave
secondary school [16,30,34].

3.4. Concerns about access to health and social
services

Youth who receive disability benefits have access
to health insurance through Medicaid primarily and
to a lesser extent through Medicare. This mitigates
the health care concerns faced by some low-income
youth [5]. However, their access to health care may
nevertheless be problematic, posing a barrier to suc-
cessful transition. For example, poor quality of care,
and provider discontinuities can exacerbate the prob-
lems stemming from impairments and force youth with
disabilities to spend disproportionate amounts of time
getting care. They may need to divert time and re-
sources from other activities to allow them to deal
with health-related problems or overcome environmen-
tal barriers [2]. When youth with disabilities want to
obtain education, training, or employment, they some-
times encounter access barriers or lack of accommoda-
tions that make it more challenging for them. In some
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instances youth may not be able to get training in a form
that they can absorb; in others, programs may exclude
youth with certain disabilities, such as severe mental
retardation.

3.5. Disincentives to work

Youth who receive SSI or Social Security disability
benefits may avoid employment or restrict their earn-
ings so as to not jeopardize those benefits and the ac-
companying health insurance coverage. Those benefits
may be an important source of income not just for the
youth but for their families as well, so their families
may discourage them from working. Hemmeter, Kauff,
and Wittenburg [9] report that only 41 percent of child
SSI beneficiaries have been employed at age 16 or 17.
In addition to losing eligibility for disability benefits
due to substantial earnings, youth may lose their ben-
efits as a consequence of the required redetermination
of their eligibility at age 18. Approximately one-third
of youth SSI beneficiaries are determined ineligible for
benefits as adults [15]. Fear and misconceptions about
the redetermination may discourage youth from work-
ing in advance of it. In summary, young beneficiaries’
decisions regarding employment, schooling, rehabilita-
tion, and even health care may reflect their perceptions
regarding what they must do to maintain their cash ben-
efits and health insurance. Such thinking and behavior
can be major barriers to successful transitions to lives
as productive and independent adults.

3.6. Lack of knowledge about how employment may
affect benefits

SSA offers SSI beneficiaries a number of work in-
centives, including the earned-income exclusion,which
allows the first $65 in monthly earnings plus one-half of
additional earnings to be excluded from countable in-
come, and the student earned-income exclusion, which
allows students under age 22 to exclude earnings up
to $1,550 per month and $6,240 per year. A different
set of work incentives is available for Social Security
disability beneficiaries. These include a trial work pe-
riod of nine months during which eligibility for bene-
fits is unaffected by earnings, and a 36-month extend-
ed period of eligibility during which individuals who
are working and no longer receiving cash benefits can
resume receiving cash benefits in any month without
submitting a new application if their earnings fall be-
low a threshold level. Unfortunately, few youth ben-
eficiaries use these incentives because they either (1)

are unaware of them or (2) fear that employment would
result in their losing benefits, notwithstanding the work
incentives. Loprest and Wittenburg [14] found that on-
ly one in five child beneficiaries ages 14 through 17
had heard of the SSA work incentives or had discussed
them with a counselor. The existence of two distinct
sets of work incentives for disability beneficiaries may
further add to the confusion surrounding the incentives
and contribute to their underutilization.

4. The conceptual framework for the YTD
initiative

The design for the YTD initiative is grounded in an
understanding of the barriers and the existing transition
environment faced by youth with disabilities. Figure 1
presents a conceptual framework for understanding the
role of the YTD projects and the various intervention
components in helping youth with disabilities achieve
successful transition outcomes.

The YTD intervention components are designed to
address the barriers described in the previous section,
complementing and enhancing the youths’ own transi-
tion efforts, and thereby improving their transition out-
comes in both the short-term and the long-term. The
YTD projects provide these service components direct-
ly to youth, as opposed to coordinating the work of oth-
er organizations. System change is not a goal of this ini-
tiative; however the intervention is being implemented
in the context of the existing service environment, and
the services available in the community may influence
what services are offered under YTD and how they are
delivered. Furthermore, the YTD projects may break
down some of the institutional barriers that youth face,
thereby leading the system to function for them as if
the community services were better integrated.

5. The YTD intervention components

For the YTD evaluation, SSA was interested in test-
ing strong interventions grounded in best practices.
By identifying the barriers that youth with disabili-
ties face and the service environments in which the
YTD projects operate, the conceptual framework for
the YTD initiative established the key parameters for
the service components that were appropriate for the
interventions. Furthermore, the components needed to
be appropriate for the target population for the interven-
tions, youth ages 14 through 25, and consistent with the
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Fig. 1. Conceptual framework for SSA’s youth transition demonstration projects.

relatively short four-year window that the evaluation
has to observe effects on outcomes such as employment
and earnings.

Keeping these parameters in mind, we drew on three
sources to design the components for strong YTD in-
terventions. First, we adopted and refined compo-
nents from the standards developed by the National
Collaborative on Workforce and Disability for Youth
(NCWD/Y), as summarized in Guideposts for Suc-
cess [20]. NCWD/Y developed the Guideposts for Suc-
cess based on an extensive review of research, demon-
stration projects, and effective practices covering a
wide range of programs and services. It represents the
most comprehensive information available on “what
works” in promoting successful transitions to adult life
for youth with disabilities.3 Second, we incorporated
SSA’s waivers for YTD and the benefits counseling that
youth need to understand them into our design of the
intervention components. Third, we drew on lessons

3For a more detailed review of intervention components for youth
with disabilities, see Luecking and Wittenburg [18].

from previous interventions that targeted youth, par-
ticularly youth with disabilities. From these sources
we identified seven essential components of YTD in-
terventions, which are listed in Fig. 1 and discussed
below. The projects that are fully participating in the
evaluation of YTD are expected to incorporate all of
these components, but they may emphasize some com-
ponents more than others, depending on the character-
istics of the youth they are serving and on the services
available in their communities. As an integral part of
the evaluation, TransCen, Inc., is providing technical
assistance to the YTD projects in implementing these
components and integrating them into strong interven-
tions.

5.1. Work-based experiences

Service providers and researchers have long recog-
nized the importance of work-based experiences for
transition-age youth and the contributions of these ex-
periences to postschool employment success [1,4,17].
YTD projects can offer a range of work-based service
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options to meet the diverse needs of their target pop-
ulations, including career exploration, job shadowing,
volunteer work, internships, apprenticeships, and paid
employment. Experiences such as these provide youth
with opportunities to learn the “soft skills” needed to
succeed in the workplace, as well as specific occupa-
tional skills. They also help youth to identify their ca-
reer preferences and to identify the supports and ac-
commodations that might be essential to their long-
term success in the workplace. The latter include most
notably assistance in managing any social or health
issues that they may have, which might affect their
workplace absenteeism and performance. Of all the
types of work-based experiences, the literature explic-
itly identifies paid work in community settings during
the secondary school years as the strongest predictor of
postschool employment success [20].

5.2. Youth empowerment

Youth empowerment refers to the acquisition of skills
and knowledge by youth so that they begin to direct and
advocate for their life choices. Empowerment enables
youth to move from passive assent to active choice re-
garding education and other services based on knowl-
edge of the benefits and disadvantages of the options
available. Youth empowerment in the high school con-
text is critical because it provides students with the op-
portunity to participate in, and make informed choices
about, transition planning [33]. Linking the individ-
ualized education program (IEP) with youth empow-
erment has great potential to strengthen the impact of
IEP-specified activities. Similarly, empowerment is
critical in planning nonschool services, such as health
care strategies and medical appointments, so that youth
can make informed choices about services that may in-
fluence their employment and career directions. The
YTD projects foster empowerment primarily by engag-
ing youth in an intensive person-centered planning pro-
cess. This process focuses on education, employment,
health care, and independent living.

5.3. Family supports

The importance of family supports as a component
of effective transition has gained prominence in the re-
cent transition literature [21]. Family supports are per-
tinent to youth with disabilities in several contexts: (1)
participation in IEP planning; (2) support for work as
an intended intervention outcome; and (3) facilitation
of, and participation in, ancillary social services. In

the YTD projects, family supports are especially rele-
vant, because families necessarily play a central role in
helping youth manage their disability benefits and un-
derstand the SSA work incentives and special waivers
for YTD. Furthermore, because a youth’s benefits may
constitute a significant fraction of his or her family’s
income, a good understanding of the SSA work incen-
tives and waivers is critical not just for the youth, but
also for the youth’s family. Rupp and Ressler [25] show
that the capacity of families to support the transition ef-
forts of their youth with disabilities varies with parental
human capital. The YTD projects seek to remedy lim-
itations in this area primarily through family-focused
training activities and informational support.

5.4. System linkages

Research findings from earlier initiatives suggest that
no one agency can “do it all;” collaborations are neces-
sary across organizations to address the wide-ranging
service needs of youth with disabilities. One type of
linkage, particularly relevant to YTD, is a network of
ancillary and post-secondary services closely coordi-
nated and focused on youth with disabilities. Function-
al linkages among schools, adult disability services, vo-
cational rehabilitation programs, workforce investment
programs, and other human services and community
agencies are necessary elements of effective transition
for youth with disabilities. Effective linkages among
services permit a seamless and effective transition for
youth, ensuring that various supports are available and
delivered without interruption.

While YTD projects are not attempting to achieve
systems changes, they do need to form close relation-
ships with relevant agencies to provide youth with ap-
propriate transition services. For example, projects try
to improve linkages through (1) the use of written and
enforceable interagency agreements that structure the
provision of collaborative transition services; (2) the
development and delivery of interagency and cross-
agency staff training opportunities; and (3) the use of
interagency planning teams to facilitate and monitor
capacity building efforts in transition. Because the ser-
vice environment differs substantially across the com-
munities served by the YTD projects, their potential to
create these linkages varies.

5.5. Social and health services

Many youth with disabilities require a comprehen-
sive array of social and health services to help them
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succeed in the classroom, in the community, and on the
job. The youth who are the target of the YTD interven-
tions require employment support in the form of assis-
tive technology devices,personal attendants, job coach-
es, benefits counseling, medication management, and
transportation. While some of these services may be
provided directly by a lead organization, often they are
accessed through referrals to other organizations. All
of the YTD projects have adopted a case-management
approach to providing participating youth with social
and health services, which facilitates coordination in a
system of fragmented service providers.4 However, for
some of the projects, the potential for this to make a
meaningful difference in the services received by their
participants is limited by the scarcity of local service
options.

5.6. SSA waivers for YTD

A major disincentive to employment for youth with
disabilities is the fear of losing cash benefits and as-
sociated medical benefits when earned income grows
beyond eligibility limits. In order to mitigate this disin-
centive, SSA provides various types of work incentives
that enable individuals to retain some of their SSI ben-
efits while working [28]. However, recognizing that
the standard work incentives may not be sufficiently
attractive to encourage youth to find jobs, invest in their
own human capital, and save for the future, SSA de-
veloped five waivers of program rules, which are avail-
able to a YTD participant for four years or until age
22, whichever comes later [7].5 Several of the waivers
allow employed YTD participants to retain more of
their benefits than would be possible under the stan-
dard SSI work incentives, while one waiver modifies
the continuing disability review (CDR) or the age 18
medical redetermination rule, which requires that child
beneficiaries have their medical eligibility for benefits
redetermined at age 18. Approximately one-third of
youth who have these reviews are found to be ineligible
for adult benefits. Below, we describe the five SSA

4SSA’s Project NetWork demonstration evaluation showed that
case management can increase the earnings of SSI and Social Secu-
rity disability beneficiaries, at least in short-run while services are
ongoing [12].

5Under the experimental design for the YTD evaluation, discussed
in Section 7, the SSA waivers for YTD are available only to youth who
have been randomly assigned to the evaluation’s treatment group and
are actually participating in a YTD project. They are not available to
members of the control group or to members of the treatment group
who decline to participate in a YTD project.

waivers for YTD participants by contrasting them with
the standard SSI work incentives.

– Earned Income Exclusion (EIE). For SSI benefi-
ciaries, SSA disregards $65 of earnings per month
plus half of any additional earnings when calcu-
lating countable income to determine the benefit
amount.6 But under the EIE waiver, three-fourths
of any additional earnings by YTD participants are
excluded.

– Student Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE). Before
applying the EIE, SSA disregards a student ben-
eficiary’s earnings, subject to inflation-adjusted
monthly and annual caps. Normally the SEIE ap-
plies only to students who are age 21 or younger,
but for YTD participants the age limit is waived.

– Plan for Achieving Self-Support (PASS). Under
SSA’s waivers for YTD, the allowable goals for
a PASS have been expanded beyond direct em-
ployment goals to include postsecondary educa-
tion and career exploration, ultimately leading to
employment. Funds used to carry out a PASS are
excluded from SSI countable income.

– Individual Development Accounts (IDAs). Funds
deposited in qualified IDAs, along with interest
generated by those funds, are excluded from SSI
countable income. For YTD participants, the qual-
ification criteria have been expanded to include a
wider range of savings objectives, as well as IDA’s
that do not receive federal matching funds.

– Continuing Disability Review (CDR) or Age 18
Medical Redetermination. Under existing rules
for SSI and Social Security disability benefits, the
effectuation of a negative CDR or age 18 medical
redetermination is delayed so long as a beneficia-
ry is participating in vocational rehabilitation or
is pursuing an individualized education program
(IEP) under the Individuals with Disabilities Edu-
cation Act. The SSA waivers expand the qualify-
ing programs to include YTD, meaning that YTD
participants can continue to receive SSI or Social
Security benefits and Medicaid or Medicare fol-
lowing a negative CDR or age 18 redetermination.
This is the only waiver that applies to Social Se-
curity beneficiaries as well as SSI beneficiaries.

6For SSI beneficiaries, the EIE is applied after the general income
exclusion (GIE), which excludes the initial $20 of monthly income
from any source (earned or unearned). Thus, under standard SSI
rules, a youth with no unearned income could exclude the initial $85
of monthly earnings ($20 under the GIE and $65 under the EIE)
plus half of any earnings in excess of $85. Under the SSA waivers
for YTD, this youth could exclude $85 of monthly earnings plus
three-fourths of earnings in excess of $85.
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5.7. Benefits counseling

The complexity of the work incentives under both the
standard SSA program rules and the waiver provisions
for YTD necessitates the provision of effective benefits
counseling in order for the incentives to have their in-
tended positive effects on the employment and earnings
of youth participating in the YTD projects. Thus, ben-
efits counseling for YTD participants and their families
is a key component of the YTD intervention. The bene-
fits counselors encourage participating youth to obtain
employment and increase their earnings, to utilize all
available work incentives including the SSA waivers
for YTD, and to accurately report their earnings to SSA.
They also coordinate with local SSA offices to make
sure that the waivers are correctly applied for YTD
participants.

6. Projects participating in the evaluation

Six promising interventions for youth with disabil-
ities were selected in two phases to participate in the
YTD random assignment evaluation. The first three
projects were selected in 2006 from a group of seven
YTD projects that had been initially funded by SSA in
2003. The final three projects were selected in Novem-
ber 2007 from among five pilot projects that had been
operating for about 10 months. Despite the differences
in the selection timing and process, the six random
assignment YTD projects share a number of common
features, including the following:

– They serve youth who are ages 14-25 years old (or
a subset of this age range) at the time of enrollment
and either are receiving SSI or Social Security
disability benefits, or are at high risk of receiving
them in the future.

– They operate at a large scale, enrolling at least
400 youth over a period of 2-1/2 years or less and
serving each for a minimum of 18 months.

– They offer treatment group youth who choose to
participate the full range of employment-focused
intervention components described in Section 5,
including the SSA waivers for YTD.

– They share the goals of improving educational out-
comes, increasing employment, and reducing re-
liance on disability benefits.

– They directly deliver services to participating
youth; coordination of services by other providers
and “systems change” are secondary and tertiary
concerns.

The remainder of this section describes the two-
phased process by which projects were selected into
the YTD random assignment evaluation and gives ad-
ditional information about each of the projects.

6.1. First-phase selection of projects

To learn about promising approaches to increasing
employment among youth with disabilities,SSA signed
cooperative agreements with seven organizations in
September 2003 to operate YTD projects in California,
Colorado, Iowa, Maryland, Mississippi, and New York
(two different projects – in the Bronx borough of New
York City and in Erie County). Recognizing the impor-
tance of learning whether these projects would be suc-
cessful in meeting their goals, SSA funded a study to
assess the feasibility of implementing a random assign-
ment evaluation of YTD. The study concluded that a
subset of the original projects would be good prospects
for a random assignment evaluation based on (1) the
strengths of the interventions relative to existing ser-
vices, (2) the interest of the sponsoring organization
in participating in a random assignment evaluation, (3)
the compatibility of the intervention designs with ran-
dom assignment, and (4) the potential to enroll enough
youth in the evaluation at each site for the planned
statistical analyses to have sufficient power to detect
reasonable-sized impacts [3]. In September 2005, SSA
selected a team of contractors headed by Mathematica
Policy Research, Inc. to conduct the random assign-
ment evaluation of YTD.7

Building on the recommendations of the feasibility
study, the evaluation team visited all of the original
projects to further assess which ones could be included
in the random assignment study. Based on the criteria
cited in the previous paragraph, the team recommend-
ed for inclusion in the random assignment evaluation
the projects located in the Bronx, Colorado, and Erie
County. SSA accepted these recommendations and the
enrollment of youth in the evaluation commenced in
August 2006 in the Bronx and in Colorado, and Febru-
ary 2007 in Erie County. Table 1 provides brief de-
scriptions of these projects, focusing on the target pop-
ulation, key services, and sponsoring organization.

7MDRC, a nonprofit corporation that evaluates social welfare pro-
grams, and TransCen, Inc., a nonprofit corporation that consults on
the design and implementation of transition programs for youth with
disabilities, are the other members of the evaluation team.
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Table 1
Characteristics of projects participating in the YTD random assignment evaluation

Project location and name Target population Key project services Lead agency

First phase projects

Bronx Borough, NYC: CUNY
Youth Transition Demonstra-
tion Project

SSI and Social Security disabil-
ity beneficiaries ages 15–19 and
their families

– Person-centered planning
– Benefits counseling
– Vocational skills development
– Recreation activities
– Self-determination training
– Parent-peer mentoring
– Summer work experiences

John F. Kennedy, Jr. Institute
for Worker Education of the City
University of New York

Colorado (4 counties): Col-
orado Youth WINS

SSI and Social Security disabil-
ity beneficiaries ages 14–25

– Benefits counseling
– Consumer navigation
– Career counseling
– Individualized job development

Colorado WIN Partners of the
University of Colorado Denver

Erie Co., NY: Transition
WORKS

SSI and Social Security disabil-
ity beneficiaries ages 16–25

– Self-determination training
– Transition planning
– Training for parents on managing

paperwork
– Benefits counseling
– Individualized job development
– Education-related services

Erie 1 Board of Cooperative Ed-
ucational Services

Second phase projects

Miami-Dade
Co., FL: Broadened Horizons,
Brighter Futures

SSI and Social Security disabil-
ity beneficiaries ages 16–22

– Person-centered planning
– Benefits counseling
– Asset development and IDAs
– Financial literacy
– Life skills
– Paid summer employment

Abilities, Inc. of Florida

Montgomery Co., MD: Career
Transition Program

Youth with severe emotional dis-
turbances or other significant
mental illnesses in their junior or
senior year of high school

– Self-determination training
– Person-centered planning
– Benefits counseling
– Illness management services
– Mental health linkages
– Education support
– Work-based experiences
– Paid employment

St. Luke’s House, Inc.

West Virginia (19 counties):
West Virginia Youth Works

SSI and Social Security disabil-
ity beneficiaries ages 15–25

– Person-centered planning
– Benefits counseling
– Work-readiness training
– Work experience/job development/

job placement
– Family involvement
– Intensive case management

Human Resources Development
Foundation, Inc.

Note: Martinez et al. [19] provide more complete descriptions of the six projects participating in the YTD random assignment evaluation.

6.2. Second-phase selection of projects

The goal of the second phase of project selection
was to identify or develop three additional projects ca-
pable of providing strong services to youth with dis-
abilities to join the evaluation, bringing the total num-
ber of projects in the evaluation up to six. We accom-
plished this in two steps between the fall of 2005 and
the fall of 2007. The first step entailed the selection
of five organizations to run YTD pilot projects. The
second step was to assess the pilot operations and select
three of the sponsoring organizations to fully imple-
ment their YTD interventions. To identify additional

projects, we visited many organizations and programs
to (1) build a knowledge base about strong programs,
(2) better understand implementation challenges, and
(3) help us to identify projects for second-phase selec-
tion into the evaluation. Between December 2005 and
August 2006, we identified 29 organizations that were
interested in implementing transition programs to be
included in the evaluation. Of these organizations, 15
submitted concept papers outlining their vision for a
YTD project, including an intervention design and a
plan for implementing services on a limited basis for
one year. Based on the concept papers, the reputations
of the sponsoring organizations, telephone interviews
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with managers of the organizations, and site visits to
the most promising organizations, we recommended
five of these organizations to SSA to implement YTD
pilot projects in 2007.

The selected projects worked closely with the evalu-
ation team’s survey group to recruit approximately 35
youth with disabilities into the pilot phase of the eval-
uation between April and September 2007. Approx-
imately 25 of the recruited youth were assigned to a
treatment group and 10 to a control group. Each pilot
project delivered a truncated set of the YTD interven-
tion components, not including the SSA waivers, to 20
or more of the treatment group youth between May and
December 2007. TransCen, Inc., one of Mathematica’s
partners in the evaluation, provided the pilot projects
with intensive technical assistance on the design and
implementation of their interventions.

In the fall of 2007, the evaluation team conducted
a thorough assessment of the pilot projects, using the
following broad criteria:

– Achievement of goals for recruiting youth into the
pilot study and delivering YTD services to treat-
ment group members.

– Strong project operations, demonstrated by such
factors as availability of, and ease of access to,
project services and fidelity to the intervention de-
sign.

– Research-related factors such as the adequacy of
the size of the target population to support the eval-
uation’s enrollment goals and the distinctiveness
of project services relative to the service environ-
ment.

– The capacity of the sponsoring organization’s
management to implement the intervention at the
large scale required by the evaluation – serving
at least 400 treatment group members over four
years.

Based on the findings from that assessment, the eval-
uation team recommended three of the pilot projects to
SSA for full implementation in January 2008 through
March 2012. They are located in Miami-Dade Coun-
ty, Florida; Montgomery County, Maryland; and West
Virginia. SSA accepted these recommendations and
authorized MPR to provide funding to these projects.
Table 1 provides brief descriptions of these three YTD
projects, and Martinez et al. [19] provides descriptive
profiles of the six YTD projects that are participating
in the random assignment evaluation.

7. The YTD evaluation

SSA has contracted with Mathematica for a com-
prehensive evaluation of the YTD initiative, based on
a rigorous experimental design. The evaluation will
document the implementation of the YTD interven-
tions and estimate their impacts on key outcome mea-
sures. Evaluation findings based on three-to-four years
of follow-up data will be presented in a comprehensive
final report in 2014. Findings based on data for shorter
follow-up periods will be presented in a series of inter-
im reports in 2010 through 2012. Rangarajan, Fraker
et al. [7] presents the design for the YTD evaluation
in detail. This section summarizes the design, focus-
ing on the recruitment process and random assignment,
sample sizes, key expected impacts, the measurement
of outcomes, and analysis and reporting.

7.1. Sample recruitment and random assignment

Youth participating in the YTD evaluation are ran-
domly assigned to either a treatment group, whose
members are eligible for YTD services and the SSA
waivers, or a control group, whose members are not
eligible for either but may be eligible for other services
available in their communities.8 Mathematica is con-
ducting outreach to youth with disabilities with the goal
of enrolling 880 of them in the evaluation in each of the
six random-assignment sites. The sample frames for
all of the random-assignment sites except Montgomery
County, Maryland, consist of all youth who receive SSI
or Social Security disability benefits. SSA limits eligi-
bility for the evaluation to youth ages 14 through 25 at
the time of their enrollment in the study, but five of the
random-assignment sites have exercised their option to
serve a narrow segment of this age range (see Table 1).

In the five sites where youth are recruited from SSA
beneficiary lists, survey interviewers from Mathemat-
ica conduct extensive outreach to enroll youth in the
study. Youth are randomly selected for recruitment
from the beneficiary lists. An advance letter is sent
to the selected youth, describing the intervention and
inviting them to call Mathematica’s toll-free number to
complete a baseline interview and enroll in the evalu-

8In contrast to the experimental evaluations of TETD [6] and
Project NetWork [12], in which some waivers of SSA program rules
were available to both the treatment and control groups, the SSA
waivers for YTD are available only to the treatment group. Treatment
group members must actually enroll in services to qualify for the
waivers.
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ation. The letter may be followed by phone calls by
Mathematica’s survey interviewers and, infrequently,
in-person visits to complete the interview and enroll
the youth in the evaluation. An eligible youth is con-
sidered to be enrolled upon completing a four-step pro-
cess that entails: (1) listening to a description of the
random-assignment evaluation and the local YTD ser-
vices, (2) completing a 35-minute baseline interview by
telephone, (3) signing an informed consent form affirm-
ing the youth’s decision to participate in the evaluation,
and (4) returning the signed form to Mathematica. 9

Following enrollment in the evaluation, Mathematica
randomly assigns youth to treatment or control groups.
Using a secure web-based management information
system, Mathematica transmits baseline data and con-
tact information on the treatment youth to the respec-
tive YTD projects so that they may contact the youth
and begin serving them.

In the Montgomery County site only, eligibility for
the evaluation is restricted to youth who have been clas-
sified by the Montgomery County Public School Sys-
tem as having severe emotional disturbances, or are
known to the school system or the public mental health
system to have been diagnosed with a significant men-
tal illness. A small percentage of them receive dis-
ability benefits; the others are considered to be at high
risk of receiving benefits in the future, absent effective
intervention.10 Staff of the Montgomery County YTD
project conduct the initial outreach to youth meeting
these criteria, primarily through presentations to stu-
dents in high school transition classes. Mathematica
then follows up with the youth to complete the baseline
interview and to randomly assign them to treatment and
control groups. This site, with its unique target popu-
lation, was included in the evaluation to allow a test of
whether YTD services can reduce the likelihood that
at-risk youth will eventually go on the disability rolls.

The enrollment periods at the evaluation sites range
between 15 and 30 months. Enrollment started in the
Bronx, New York, and Colorado sites in August 2006
and in the Erie County, New York, site in January
2007. It was completed in the Colorado and Erie sites
in March 2008 and in September 2008 in the Bronx

9An eligible youth who is his/her own legal guardian is authorized
to sign the consent form; otherwise, the youth’s legal guardian is
authorized to sign the form.

10While the Montgomery County YTD project does not target SSI
and Social Security disability beneficiaries, it does not exclude them.
Approximately 15 percent of the first 125 youth who enrolled in the
evaluation of this project were disability beneficiaries at the time of
enrollment.

site. Enrollment began in the three new evaluation sites
(in Miami, West Virginia, and Montgomery County,
Maryland) in March 2008 and is scheduled to be com-
pleted between April and September 2010. The YTD
projects are expected to serve enrollees who have been
assigned to the treatment group for at least 18 months,
or until they decline further services or no longer need
services.

7.2. Enrollment results for the initial random
assignment sites

Enrollment in the evaluation and in YTD services and
waivers has been completed at the first three random-
assignment sites, so we are able to provide final statis-
tics on the results of those efforts. In those combined
sites, Mathematica randomly selected 10,994 youth
from the SSI and Social Security disability rolls for
outreach and recruitment into the evaluation. Twenty-
four percent (2,678) of the randomly selected youth
completed the four-step process described in the pre-
vious section and were formally enrolled in the evalu-
ation. Fifty-five percent (1,478) of the enrollees were
randomly assigned to a treatment group and 45 percent
(1,200) to a control group. Mathematica passed contact
information for the treatment group members, along
with limited data on them from the baseline survey,
to the three YTD projects through a secure web-based
management information system.

While the overall enrollment rate in the 3 initial sites
was 24 percent, the site-specific rates ranged from 19
percent in the Bronx site to 28 percent Erie site. The
enrollment rate in the Colorado site was 27 percent.
These enrollment rates provide us with a rough sense
of what the take up rates might be if YTD-like pro-
grams were to be fully implemented in these locations,
with outreach to youth conducted in a manner similar
to that used in this study. They will also provide us
with an opportunity to generalize the findings from our
impact analysis to all YTD eligible youth in these lo-
cations. For example, if our impact analysis were to
find that the Colorado YTD project increased the em-
ployment rate of evaluation enrollees by 20 percentage
points, we could apply the Colorado enrollment rate of
27 percent to that impact estimate and conclude that
the full roll-out of the intervention in that site would
increase employment among all YTD eligible youth by
4.8 percentage points.

Once youth were enrolled into the study, the YTD
projects were responsible for convincing treatment
group members to participate in their interventions.
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They conducted intensive outreach by telephone, mail,
and in-person contact to provide additional information
on YTD services and waivers and to obtain their signed
agreement to participate in the interventions. Across
the three initial random assignment projects, 83 percent
(1,221) of the 1,478 treatment group members signed
a participation agreement and were therefore eligible
for YTD services and waivers. The treatment group
members who did not sign an agreement were not eli-
gible for YTD waivers, and did not receive any project
services (similar to control group members).

This process of enrolling youth in the evaluation and
in YTD services and waivers is one in which opportu-
nities for “creaming” (choosing to enroll or serve only
youth who are expected to have favorable outcomes)
by the YTD projects are minimal. With the exception
of the Montgomery County project, they have virtual-
ly no contact with youth prior to their enrollment in
the evaluation and random assignment. Their memo-
randa of understanding with Mathematica require that
more than 80 percent of treatment group youth actual-
ly participate in their interventions. Mathematica and
SSA monitor that process closely and it is clear that the
projects can attain the target enrollment rate only by
aggressively pursuing virtually every treatment group
member. Furthermore, even if a project did decide to
expend less effort recruiting youth whom they perceive
to be more challenging to serve, the evaluation design
specifies that all treatment group members, even those
who do not participate in the interventions and there-
fore receive no services or waivers, must be included in
the impact analysis. This means that the limited cream-
ing that a project might be able to engage in could not
cause it to appear more effective in terms of the final
impact estimates.

7.3. Characteristics of youth enrolled in the study

Not surprisingly, the characteristics of the youth en-
rolled in the YTD study reflect the demographic charac-
teristics of the project sites, the characteristics of youth
disability beneficiaries in general, and the specific tar-
geting criteria of the projects. This section briefly de-
scribes the characteristics of youth who enrolled in the
study in the Bronx, Colorado, and Erie sites, where
enrollment has been completed.11 In the Bronx site,

11The statistics presented in this section are for youth who en-
rolled in the evaluation and were randomly assigned to either a treat-
ment group or a control group. The statistics are for all treatment
group members, without regard for whether they participated in YTD
services and waivers, and all control group members, combined.

where the YTD project targeted younger youth, the av-
erage age of enrolled youth at the time they completed
the baseline survey was about 17 years, compared with
an average age of 20 to 21 years in the other two sites.
More than 85 percent of the Bronx enrollees were at-
tending school at baseline, compared with about 40 to
50 percent of enrollees in the Colorado and Erie sites.
In contrast, study enrollees were more likely to have
worked for pay in the year prior to the baseline survey
in the Colorado and Erie sites, where the youth were
older; approximately 40 to 50 percent had worked for
pay in these two sites compared with about 20 percent
in the Bronx site. The majority of study enrollees in
all three sites were from relatively low-income families
(incomes less than $25,000 per year). Mental illness,
a cognitive or developmental disability, and a learning
disability or attention deficit disorder were the three
most prevalent disabling conditions recorded for the
study enrollees in the SSA administrative files, with
approximately 80 to 90 percent of the youth across the
three sites having one of these recorded as their primary
disabling condition.

7.4. Anticipated impacts of the YTD initiative

The YTD initiative is designed to improve out-
comes for youth with disabilities by reducing the bar-
riers they face in transitioning from school to work.
Employment-focused services and waivers of selected
SSA program rules are expected to encourage youth
to work, continue their educations, and improve oth-
er outcomes. The anticipated increase in employment
notwithstanding, we do not expect to find reductions on
the receipt of disability benefits during the evaluation’s
four-year follow-up data collection period. This is be-
cause the SSA waivers for the initiative, particularly
the more generous work incentives and the delay in the
effectuation of a negative CDR or age 18 redetermi-
nation, allow YTD participants to retain their benefits
longer and at higher levels of earnings. However, we
do anticipate that many participating youth will make
progress toward the goal of eventually leaving the rolls
through employment.

7.4.1. Short-term impacts
During the initial year that youth participate in the

YTD interventions, we expect to observe beneficial
impacts on a number of outcomes. These are iden-
tified in the conceptual framework for the YTD ini-
tiative (Fig. 1) and are summarized in the top half of
Table 2. Given the strong employment focus of the
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Table 2
Outcomes measures for the YTD evaluation

Short-term (1 year) outcome measures

Work-related activities Any employment-focused service or activity during the year following enrollment in the YTD evaluation,
including help preparing a resume or finding a job, volunteer work, internships, job coaching, etc.

Paid employment Employment in a paid job any time during the year following enrollment; percentage of months employed
during the year

Total income The youth’s total income from earnings and benefits during the year following enrollment.
Attitudes and expectations Composite measure of attitudes and expectations for future education, employment, and independent

living
Education Composite measure of perseverance in education (staying in high school) and educational attainment (high

school completion)

Longer-term (3–4 years) outcome measures

Employment and earnings The intensity of paid employment during the preceding year, as indicated by the percentage of months
employed and/or total earnings

Total income The youth’s total income from earnings and benefits during the preceding year
Gainful activity Engagement in paid or unpaid employment or participation in an education or training program during the

preceding year
Contact with the justice system Any contact with the juvenile or criminal justice systems since enrollment in the evaluation
Self-determination Composite measure of independence in decision making and daily activities

YTD interventions, we anticipate that that they will
result in greater participation by youth with disabil-
ities in work-related activities such as career explo-
ration and internships. These experiences, combined
with individualized job development and job placement
services provided by the interventions, should result
in a higher rate of paid employment during the initial
year. Because the SSA waivers for YTD allow youth
with earnings to retain more of their disability bene-
fits and also allow youth with negative CDR outcomes
to continue receiving benefits, we anticipate a positive
impact on total income – earnings plus benefits. The
youth-empowerment and family support components
of the YTD interventions will engender self-confidence
and positive attitudes among YTD participants, leading
them to have higher expectations for education, em-
ployment, and independent living. Finally, the YTD in-
terventions encourage and assist participants to remain
in high school; consequently, we anticipate positive
impacts on high school perseverance and graduation
during the initial year following program entry.

7.4.2. Longer-term impacts
It may take several years or even longer for the im-

pacts of the YTD interventions to be manifested on a
number of key outcomes. This is because (a) it may
take that long for participating youth to receive the full
complement of intervention services, (b) some of the
youth targeted by YTD are too young to exhibit certain
outcomes without the passage of a significant amount
of time, and (c) several critical outcome measures for
the YTD evaluation naturally unfold over long time
horizons. The bottom half of Table 2 summarizes the

outcomes on which the YTD interventions may have
longer-term impacts which, for the purpose of this dis-
cussion we define to be three-to-four years after pro-
gram entry.

In the longer-term, as in the short-term, the YTD
interventions are expected to increase the rate of paid
employment among youth with disabilities. The persis-
tence of this employment differential over time would
imply more accumulated work experience by YTD par-
ticipants, which should eventually be manifested in
higher earnings. The higher earnings, combined with
the SSA waivers for YTD, would result in greater to-
tal income for YTD participants. All of the YTD
interventions provide support for youth to complete
high school and to participate in post-secondary edu-
cation and training programs in addition to obtaining
and maintaining paid employment. Consequently, we
expect the YTD interventions to have positive impacts
on youth engagement in gainful activity in the longer-
term, with gainful activity being defined as either em-
ployment or participation in education and training pro-
grams. If the YTD interventions do result in higher
incomes from earnings and benefits and greater par-
ticipation in gainful activities, then we might expect
them to reduce contact with the juvenile and criminal
justice systems. The societal and economic implica-
tions of this are potentially large, given the high rates of
contact with the justice system by youth with disabili-
ties (Loprest and Wittenburg 2007). Finally, the youth
empowerment component of the YTD interventions,
combined with greater competency achieved through
employment, are expected to improve youths’ sense of
self-determination, which we will assess using a com-
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posite measure of independence in decision making and
daily activities.

7.4.3. Impacts further out on the time horizon
Mathematica’s contract with SSA for the YTD eval-

uation does not currently provide for the estimation of
impacts beyond a four-year time horizon. However,
the SSA waivers for YTD are so generous that we do
not anticipate the interventions to reduce disability pro-
gram participation and benefit amounts while they are
in effect, which for most YTD participants will be a
minimum of four years. Just one of the waivers, the
expansion of the EIE from 50 cents for each dollar of
earned income above the initial disregard to 75 cents
could require earnings to nearly double for treatment
group member before a negative impact on SSI benefits
would be manifested.12 The delay in the effectuation
of negative CDR outcomes provides an even more com-
pelling reason to expect that the YTD interventions will
not reduce dependence on disability benefits during the
evaluation’s follow-up period. Past history suggests
that approximately one-fourth of youth participating in
the YTD interventions will retain their benefits until
the waivers end when they otherwise would have lost
eligibility for them as a consequence of a negative rede-
termination. Thus, even if the interventions were quite
successful at increasing earnings during the four-year
follow-up period, we would most likely find positive
impacts on program participation and benefits during
that period. However, assuming that the interventions
do increase earnings, we would expect them to have
negative impacts on program participation and benefits
after the waivers end. In order to be able to detect those
effects, the follow-up period for estimating those im-
pacts would have to be extended, as was done for both
the TETD and Project NetWork evaluations. Ten years

12Consider a hypothetical SSI beneficiary who earns $600 per
month, has no unearned income (other than the SSI benefit), and is
a YTD control group member. Applying the $20 general income
exclusion, the $65 fixed component of the EIE, and the 50 cents
per dollar variable component of the EIE, this youth has countable
SSI income of $257.50 per month: $600–$20–$65–0.5*($600–$20–
$65) = $257.70. Now consider a hypothetical YTD treatment group
member who earns $1,115 per month and has no unearned income.
Applying the general income exclusion, the fixed component of the
EIE, and the 75 cents per dollar variable component of the EIE
under the SSA waivers, this youth also has countable SSI income
of $257.50 per month: $1,115–$20–$65–.75*($1,115–$20–$65) =
$257.50. The treatment group member’s earnings are 86 percent
larger than those of the control group member; but, due to the EIE
waiver under YTD, their countable income is identical and they
qualify for the same SSI benefit.

following random assignment should be sufficient time
to allow impacts on program participation and benefits
to emerge. Extended follow-up data on these outcomes,
as well as annual earnings, could be obtained relatively
inexpensively from SSA files.

7.5. Measurement of outcomes

Outcome measures for the YTD evaluation will be
obtained from follow-up surveys of youth and from
automated government administrative records. Mathe-
matica will conduct two post-baseline interviews with
enrolled youth, one year and three years after random
assignment. These interviews will gather information
that we will use to construct the key outcome measures
for analyzing the short-term and longer-term impacts
of the YTD interventions. They will also be the basis
for a wider range of measures that we will use to sup-
plement and extend the analysis of impacts on core out-
comes, such as attitudes toward work, leisure activities,
independent living, job characteristics, marital status,
health status, and quality of life.

Mathematica will obtain administrative data from
automated files maintained by SSA and other federal
and state government agencies. We will use these data
primarily to track selected outcomes for evaluation en-
rollees for up to 48 months after random assignment.
The administrative data will also supplement the base-
line survey as a source of enrollee characteristics for use
as control variables in the estimation of YTD impacts.
The four principal types of administrative data that we
will collect are: (1) SSI and Social Security disability
program records; (2) SSA earnings records; (3) student
records maintained by school districts; and (4) other ad-
ministrative records, such as CMS paid claims records
and Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA)-911
records on participation in Vocational Rehabilitation
(VR) services.

We will gather data from disability program records,
SSA earnings records, and Medicaid and Medicare paid
claims records for YTD evaluation enrollees in all the
random assignment sites. However, we will gather data
from school records for only a subset of the sites, where
the structure and objectives of the YTD projects are
such that educational outcomes are critical. Similarly,
we will gather RSA data only for evaluation enrollees
in those sites where the YTD projects have close links
with VR agencies or are expected to strongly influence
participation in VR services.
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7.6. Analysis and reporting

The analysis of impacts of the YTD interventions
on outcomes measured through follow-up surveys and
administrative records will be a key component of the
comprehensive YTD evaluation that will also include a
process analysis and a cost analysis. The impact anal-
ysis will examine the differences that the YTD projects
make in such key outcomes as employment and earn-
ings, total income, self-determination, and contact with
the justice system. We anticipate that the impact anal-
ysis will be conducted primarily on data for individual
YTD projects, as opposed to pooled data for multiple
projects.

Our basic methodology for estimating the impact of
YTD on an outcome measure will be to compare the
mean value of the outcome for treatment group mem-
bers with the mean value for control group members. 13

The difference between the two means will be the esti-
mated impact of YTD on the outcome. We will conduct
a statistical test to determine whether the estimated im-
pact (i.e., the difference in mean values) is significantly
different from zero. Two features of this estimation
methodology should be noted:

1. An impact estimate will capture the combined ef-
fect of YTD services and the SSA waivers. Be-
cause services and waivers are offered to treat-
ment group members only as a combined pack-
age, there is no way within the current random
assignment design for this evaluation, to confi-
dently disentangle the effect of the services from
the effect of the waivers.14

2. An impact estimate will reflect the net effect of
YTD; that is, the contribution of YTD to youth

13In addition to estimating the impact of YTD by comparing the
treatment-control difference in the simple mean value of an outcome
measure, as discussed in the text, we will compare the regression-
adjusted mean value for the two groups. By imbedding the impact es-
timate in a regression model that controls for baseline characteristics
of evaluation enrollees, we can improve the statistical precision of the
impact estimate, although it should be noted that both methodologies
yield an unbiased estimate.

14An alternative evaluation design could, in principle, have been
used to disentangle the effects of the SSA waivers from the effects of
YTD services. This would have required the creation of three random
assignment groups for each YTD project: (1) a treatment group that
would be offered only YTD services, (2) another treatment group
that would be offered YTD services and the SSA waivers, and (3) a
control group that would be offered neither services nor waivers. This
alternative design would have required larger numbers of evaluation
enrollees in each project site and would have been significantly more
challenging to implement.

outcomes over and above what they would have
been in the absence of the intervention. To illus-
trate, consider monthly earnings 3 years after ran-
dom assignment in two hypothetical YTD sites.
In Site A, the mean value of earnings is $700 for
treatment group members and $300 for control
group members. In Site B, it is $1,200 for treat-
ment group members and $800 for control group
members. The gross outcome for treatment group
members is very different between these two sites
($700 versus $1,200); however, the estimated net
effect of YTD is identical at $400.

The process analysis will document the nature of
each YTD project, including how services are deliv-
ered, the extent to which services and the SSA waivers
are used, and the implementation challenges and suc-
cesses. The cost analysis will provide a comprehen-
sive documentation of the costs of implementing the
YTD projects. The evaluation team will also fully de-
velop a methodology for a benefit-cost analysis of the
YTD projects. However, that methodology will not
be applied until after the end of Mathematica’s evalu-
ation contract in 2014. SSA and the evaluation team
have concluded that the benefits of the YTD projects
are likely to be realized over a long time-frame; con-
sequently, a benefit-cost analysis conducted prior to
2014 would not provide a balanced perspective on the
cost-effectiveness of the interventions.

The YTD evaluation will produce many reports over
the period 2009–2014 that will inform SSA and the
disability research and policy communities of the de-
sign for the evaluation and the findings from its ma-
jor analytic components. Here we highlight several of
those reports. A 2009 report provides a comprehensive
design for the YTD evaluation covering all of its major
data collection activities and analytic components [22].
From 2010 through 2012,we will produce a series of six
project-specific reports on the analysis of YTD impacts
12 months after random assignment, as well as findings
from the process analysis of data gathered from several
sources including site visits to the random assignment
projects. Another series of site-specific reports in 2011
through 2013 will present estimates of YTD impacts
two years after random assignment. These estimates
will cover a limited set of outcomes, primarily earnings
and benefits, which are captured in SSA administrative
files.

The evaluation’s comprehensive final report in 2014
will present findings from the major components of the
evaluation for the six random assignment projects. The
impact estimates in this report will be based on data
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from the evaluation’s 36-month follow-up survey and
up to 48 months of administrative data. Findings from
the process analysis that will have been previously pre-
sented in project-specific interim reports will be con-
solidated in this report. In one stand-alone document,
the comprehensive final report will describe the project
interventions, the evaluation design, the key research
findings, and the implications of the YTD evaluation
for policies affecting youth with disabilities.

8. Summary and conclusion

Interventions designed to reduce the likelihood that
youth with disabilities will experience lifetime depen-
dence on SSI or Social Security disability benefits have
the potential to yield large net benefits for the young
people themselves, for SSA, and for society as a whole.
Through its YTD initiative, SSA is funding and rigor-
ously evaluating employment-focusedinterventions for
youth in six sites across the country. The interventions
consist of enhanced SSA work incentives and individu-
alized employment services and benefits planning. The
evaluation’s experimental design, which entails the ran-
dom assignment of approximately 880 youth in each
site to treatment or control groups, will produce strong
empirical evidence regarding the effectiveness of the
YTD interventions. Final findings from the evaluation
will be presented in a comprehensive report in 2014.
They will provide a solid research basis for federal
policy makers, funders of transition services, advoca-
cy groups, and other stakeholders to decide whether to
broadly implement YTD-like programs for youth with
disabilities.
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