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Introduction 
This year marks the 35th anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities Act, landmark civil rights 
legislation intended to ensure people with disabilities have equal opportunities. In 2024, there 
were more than 2.5 million New Yorkers with a disability age 16 and over, accounting for 15 
percent of that working-age population.1 Of the New Yorkers with a disability, nearly half (1.2 
million) are over the age of 64, and are significantly less likely to be in the labor force.2     

Due to the daily challenges facing people with disabilities, they  graduate high school or earn a 
bachelor’s degree at lower rates, and have lower rates of labor force participation and 
employment.3 As a result, they earn far less on average than those without a disability.4 In 
2024, one-fifth of Americans with a disability were below the poverty line; in New York, that 
share was one-quarter.5    

Increased work from home options and a tight labor market post-COVID contributed to an 
increase in the labor force participation rate of individuals with a disability.6 Providing 
accommodations for workplace flexibility and encouraging employers to practice inclusive hiring 
have the potential to keep improving employment outcomes for individuals with a disability in 
New York.  

Increases to Labor Force Participation Rate 
Between 2019 to 2024, the number of individuals age 16 and over in the labor force who report 
having a disability increased in the nation and New York by 31.4 and 40.5 percent, 
respectively.7 From 2019 to 2024, the U.S. labor force participation rate for those with a 
disability age 16 and over rose by 5.0 percentage points, with the greatest gain between 2019 
and 2021. New York’s rate also increased between 2019 and 2024, by 4.6 percentage points. 
New York’s 2024 rate of 28.8 percent was 3.5 percentage points lower than the national rate of 
32.3 percent.  

Figure 1 
Labor Force Participation Rates for Individuals with a Disability, U.S. and New York, 2019 
and 2021-2024 

 
Note: Data unavailable for 2020. Labor force participation includes those employed and those unemployed seeking a job. Estimates 
are for the civilian noninstitutionalized population age 16 and over. 

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey (ACS) 1-Year Estimates, Table S1811.  
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Despite improvements, 2024 labor force participation rates for individuals with a disability in 
both the U.S. and New York were less than half that of people without a disability (70.7 percent 
in the U.S. and 69.9 percent in New York), according to the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey (ACS). However, changes in the labor force participation rate for people with 
and without a disability differed in recent years. For people with a disability, the rate increased 
4.6 percentage points between 2019 to 2024, while it dropped 0.5 percentage points for the 
State’s nondisabled population.  

Figure 2 
Change in Labor Force Participation Rate in New York, Individuals With and Without a 
Disability, 2019-2024 

   
Source: U.S. Census, ACS 1-Year Estimates, Table S1811. 
 
Research has noted post-COVID labor market patterns differ from previous recessions in which 
employment recovery for people with disabilities lagged behind the nondisabled population. 
Much of this recent growth may be attributed to increased remote work options that opened up 
job opportunities to those who would have difficulty taking an in-person job, and a tighter labor 
market over the past five years, prompting employers to hire more workers with disabilities.8 As 
shown in Figure 3, in 2021, the share of individuals that worked from home (at least part-time) 
more than tripled in New York and, as of 2024, remains two and a half times pre-pandemic 
levels. For people with disabilities, it has helped spur a meaningful increase in the number of 
people in the labor force, from 509,992 in 2019 to 716,598 in 2024. 

Figure 3 
Share of People that Work from Home (at least Part-Time) in New York, With and Without 
a Disability, 2019-2024 

 
Note: Data unavailable for 2020. The ACS includes a question for those age 16 and over on the method of transportation usually 
used to get to work the prior week. Home-based workers are those age 16 and over who reported ‘‘work from home.’’ 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS 1-Year Estimates, Table S1811.  
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Progress Varies Among Different Disability Types  
The ACS data identify people with specific types of disabilities who are ages 18 to 64, such as 
whether a person: 

• is deaf or has serious difficulty hearing;  

• is blind or has serious difficulty seeing; 

• has serious cognitive difficulty concentrating, remembering or making decisions; 

• has serious ambulatory difficulty walking or climbing stairs; 

• has self-care difficulty dressing or bathing; or  

• has an independent living difficulty doing errands alone. 

Of the New Yorkers ages 18 to 64 who report having one or more disabilities in 2024, 48.2 
percent report having cognitive difficulty, an increase of 4.1 percent from 2019 (Figure 4).9 
Those reporting a cognitive difficulty also saw the greatest increase in labor force participation 
between 2019 and 2024.  

Individuals with an independent living difficulty (39.7 percent of New Yorkers ages 18 to 64 
reporting one or more disability) had the second highest increase in labor force participation 
since 2019, rising 5.6 percentage points to 25.4 percent. This group may have benefited the 
most from increased remote work options that alleviate challenges associated with 
transportation and navigating workspace.10 Out of the six groups, those with a vision or hearing 
disability had the highest labor force participation rates pre- and post-pandemic, both at more 
than 50 percent. 

Figure 4 
Share of Individuals with Disabilities Ages 18 to 64, by Disability Type and Change in 
Labor Force Participation (LFP) in New York, 2019-2024 
 

Type of Disability 
Share of 
Disabled, 

2024 
Change in Share, 

2019-2024 
LFP 
Rate, 
2024 

Change 
in LFP 
Rate, 
2019-
2024 

Cognitive Difficulty 48.2% 4.1% 40.7% 9.6% 

Ambulatory Difficulty 40.6% -7.8% 31.4% 3.5% 

Independent Living Difficulty 39.7% 1.2% 25.4% 5.6% 

Vision Difficulty 19.3% 1.9% 56.5% 4.8% 

Self-Care Difficulty 17.4% -1.7% 17.4% -1.7% 

Hearing Difficulty 14.3% -1.6% 57.3% -0.3% 
Note: The shares were calculated based on the total number of ACS responses indicating a disability. The same individual may 
report more than one disability type. 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS 1-Year Estimates, Table B18120, for the civilian, noninstitutionalized population ages 18 to 64. 
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Policy Discussion 
While progress is evident, barriers to employment for people with disabilities, such as lower 
rates of educational attainment, inadequate transportation and outdated ideas about their 
abilities, contribute to labor force participation rates that are less than half that of their 
nondisabled counterparts.11 There is a similar gap in rates of individuals with a disability who 
are employed compared to those without a disability (“the disability employment gap”). In 2024, 
the disability employment gap in New York and the U.S. was 41 and 38 percentage points, 
respectively.12  

The State committed $6.7 million in State Fiscal Year (SFY) 2025 toward the “Employment 
First” initiative that aims to reduce barriers, prioritize competitive integrated employment (CIE) 
over other supports and services, require State Agencies to adopt plans to increase CIE in the 
state workforce and encourage businesses to adopt inclusive hiring practices.13 The initial goals 
of New York’s Employment First Policy in 2015 were to increase the employment rate of people 
with disabilities by 5 percent and reduce their poverty rate by 5 percent, statewide.14 While 2024 
data show employment gains over the past 10 years that exceed this goal, the poverty rate for 
people with disabilities has only decreased slightly over this period.15  

State programs such as ACCES-VR (vocational rehabilitation) and the New York Employment 
Services System (NYESS) are available to help individuals secure and advance in employment 
by providing support and connections to employers.16 The State Department of Labor offers 
regional Disability Resource Coordinators, apprenticeship opportunities and job training for 
people with disabilities.17 The Office for People With Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD) funds 
local providers that offer career building and on-the-job training.18 In response to audit findings 
issued by the Office of the State Comptroller in 2021 and 2022, the State Education Department 
(SED) reported it took actions to improve the timeliness of its ACCES-VR eligibility 
determinations and thoroughness of the Individualized Plans for Employment for ACCES-VR 
participants, and the State Office of Mental Health (OMH) reported increasing the accessibility 
of benefits information for individuals with disabilities using NYESS.19 Even with these 
improvements, it is essential that programs supporting individuals with disabilities are 
adequately resourced and staffed in order to achieve their missions.20 State agencies should 
continue to build upon these efforts.  

In 2022, the State’s Chief Disability Officer (CDO) was appointed to advise the Governor on 
disability-related policy and budgetary issues, help implement Employment First goals and 
partner with State agencies and private stakeholders to ensure they are model employers for 
people with disabilities.21 Pursuant to Executive Orders issued by Governor Hochul, State 
agencies are required to develop an annual plan that details how each agency will improve the 
percentage of people with disabilities hired at the agency, and the CDO is required to collect 
data annually from each State agency and report on and evaluate the State’s progress on 
improving the employment rate of State employees with disabilities.22 In addition, the CDO, in 
collaboration with other State agencies, is required to formulate a plan “designed to remove 
barriers and adopt practices, procedures, or rules to ensure that competitive integrated 
employment is considered as the first option and preferred outcome” for all New Yorkers.23  
These plans and data should be available to the public in order to increase transparency on 
progress in implementing Employment First. In addition, a system for coordinating and tracking 
data across State agencies should be developed that shows employment outcomes for New 
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Yorkers with different types of disabilities and, importantly, makes that data available to the 
public. Currently, there is no cohesive data source publicly available to determine how programs 
are working to improve CIE and where gaps exist that need to be addressed. 

The State also enacted legislative changes in 2022 to its Preferred Source Contracting Program 
(PSP) that were intended to foster more inclusive jobs for people with disabilities in the nonprofit 
sector and increase CIE.24 In 2024, the State Procurement Council reported the number of 
hours worked by disabled individuals within the PSP fluctuated or in some instances decreased 
from pre-pandemic levels, and recommended that State and local governments work to 
strengthen their training and compliance with the preferred source program.25  

The State also runs specialized hiring programs within the state workforce for people with 
disabilities under Civil Service Law 55-b and 55-c. The State’s Employment First Commission 
recommended using this program to model a strong culture of CIE for workers with disabilities.26 
As of July 1, 2025, there were 988 55-b and 102 55-c positions filled, a cumulative decrease 
from 1,048 55-b and 107 55-c positions in July 2019, despite having increased the number of 
positions designated under 55-b from 1,200 to 1,700 in the SFY 2024 budget.27 

Since 2015, businesses in New York which employ people with disabilities have been 
authorized to claim either a personal income tax (PIT) or corporate franchise tax credit.28 Few 
taxpayers have claimed the credits annually.29  In the SFY 2026 Enacted Budget, the maximum 
PIT credit was increased from $2,100 to $5,000 for each qualified employee.30 Policymakers 
should monitor the impact of the increase and continue to explore the reasons underlying the 
low utilization of the credit, including low awareness, and the willingness of employers to utilize 
it.  

Remote work has been a factor in improving employment outcomes for people with 
disabilities.31 Work from home options and other accommodations, such as flexible hours and 
assistive technologies for the vision or hearing impaired should continue to be leveraged to 
increase the State’s labor force participation and CIE for people with all types of disabilities. 
Available State funding and federal grants should be used in increasing measures for programs 
that provide vocational training, apprenticeship opportunities and to educate employers about 
the benefits of hiring people with disabilities.32  

Conclusion 

Individuals with disabilities are a growing workforce, providing a valuable boost in human 
resources that employers can tap into. Leveraging existing vocational programs, improving 
transportation services for jobs that cannot be done remotely, informing employers about the 
benefits of hiring people with disabilities and facilitating increased participation in available tax 
savings could significantly diminish barriers to employment for people with disabilities. By 
championing disability inclusion, we create progress and prosperity and, ultimately, a stronger 
New York State.   
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