Applying For Social Security

Disability Benefits A Self-Help Guide

By Janie M. Laubscher

Janie Laubscher was directly involved in the Social Security disability claims process throughout her 25-year career with the Social Security Administration. As a Claims Representative, she helped applicants complete their applications for SSDI benefits, and as a manager, she oversaw the entire disability process in her offices. She also worked as a disability determination specialist for the agency in her state that makes disability decisions for Social Security. In that position, she made the disability decision on initial SSDI claims. More recently, after her retirement, she was a successful applicant for her own SSDI benefits. 

Much has been written about applying for Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) benefits, and there is a great deal of anxiety generated by reports of the difficulty in getting these benefits and the length of time it takes. 


This five-part Guide is a practical approach to the Social Security disability application process for the physically impaired person who is thinking about applying and plans to do it without a representative. I’m going to tell you some steps you can take to give yourself the best chance for a favorable decision on your initial claim, thereby avoiding the lengthy appeals processes. This will involve some effort, and success is not guaranteed. But you’ll help yourself by doing your part to present your case as strongly as possible. The stakes are high - monthly checks and Medicare. 

PART I First Things First 

Become Informed - To do the best job of presenting your case, you need to know all you can about Social Security’s disability program. The best way to find out is to contact the Social Security Administration (SSA) to get some of their publications (which, by the way, are all free). Below is a list of those I recommend. Most of them are short and easy to read. Read them according to my suggestions and your own interest and write down any questions you have. Then call SSA’s toll-free number or visit any Social Security office and ask your questions. Once you’ve done this, you’ll feel more comfortable about the application process - and you’ll know more about SSDI benefits than most of the people in the world! 

"Must Have" Publications And How To Get Them 

1) Understanding The Benefits â€“ Pub. No. 05-10024 The work requirement is in this one, along with other useful tidbits. Read selectively. 

2) Disability Benefits Pub. No. 05-10029 - This one’s critical. Read every word. It, too, explains the work requirement. 

3) Social Security Disability Programs Can Help Pub. No. 05-10057- One page. Read it all. 

4) Supplemental Security Income Pub. No. 05-11000 Read this if you have a low income and are interested in seeing whether you qualify for these benefits. 

5) How Workers Compensation And Other Disability Payments May Affect Your Social Security Benefit Pub. No. 05-10018 Look over this one and read any sections that may apply to you. 

6) Disability Evaluation Under Social Security Pub. No. 64-039 ("The Blue Book") - This is a large, soft-cover booklet written for doctors and other health professionals. It explains the Social Security Disability Program and the types of medical evidence needed to evaluate disability claims. Parts I and II consist of 17 pages and are not difficult reading. Read them, if possible. Part III is the listing and description of impairments that are so severe as to be considered automatically disabling. You may have heard of these "disability listings". The material is organized by body system and is much more technical than that in the previous two sections. You don’t need to read any of Part III, but if you’re curious about how arthritis is evaluated look under Musculoskeletal System, page 19. Be sure to get this publication even if you don’t think you’ll read it I’ll tell you why later. 

The first five publications are available at any Social Security office. Often, they’re displayed in a pamphlet rack in the reception area. If not, ask the receptionist for them. They can also be obtained by calling SSA’s toll-free number. A third option is to download them from SSA’s official web site. Toll-free Number: 1-800-772-1213 Web Site: http://www.ssa.gov/ 

You can obtain number six by mailing or faxing a request to SSA’s Baltimore office.
Address: Social Security Administration
Public Information Distribution Center
P.O. Box 17743
Baltimore, MD 21235-6401

Fax No: (410) 965-0945


Ask for the booklet by name and publication number and be sure to include your name and mailing address. I recently requested this booklet by fax and was quite pleased when I received it within a week! 

Make Sure You Meet The Work Requirement You can find out about the work requirement from your "assigned reading". It’s important to understand it because if you’re applying for SSDI payments on the basis of your own work and if you don’t meet the work requirement, you’re not eligible to receive SSDI no matter how disabled you are, so no evaluation will be made of your condition. 

The work requirement for disability benefits is different from the work requirement for retirement benefits. Most people who have been working steadily for five years or more just before their disability began will meet the requirement. If you’re not sure whether you meet it, contact the nearest Social Security office and ask to speak with a representative about your "insured status" for disability. Have your social security number handy when you call. (If the telephone number for your local office isn’t listed in the telephone directory you can get it by calling SSA’s toll-free number.) In addition to checking your "insured status" the representative can discuss your possible eligibility for other types of benefits such as Supplemental Security Income (SSI). If all is well and you meet the work requirement, then you’re ready to focus on the other requirement ‘s for disability. 

PART II – Build Your Case 

1. Make Your Doctor A Part Of Your Team -
SSDI benefits are awarded when objective medical evidence establishes that a condition or conditions are severe enough to prevent a person from working. Your treating physician is usually considered the best source of such evidence because he/she normally has an ongoing relationship with you and can provide evidence about your condition over a period of time. Often, your claim can be decided on the basis of your treating physician’s report alone if it’s timely, accurate and detailed enough to reduce or eliminate the need to obtain additional medical evidence. In my work I’ve seen doctor’s reports that included all the information needed to make the disability decision. And I’ve seen others that consisted of one sentence. Most fall somewhere in between. So, how can you help to ensure that your medical reports measure up?
Communicate with your doctor. Take a list of things you want to discuss to each appointment. You would want to do this in any event because feedback from you is useful, perhaps even vital, in determining your treatment. But at the same time, you are also helping to construct a history of your impairment for a possible disability claim. To that end, you need to do your part to get information into your chart because that’s what your doctor will refer to in preparing a report.

2. The Nitty-Gritty - Here’s what a medical report for SSDI benefits should include and some suggestions about how you can help your doctor to make your chart (and thereby his/her report) as complete and accurate as possible. The methods I’m suggesting would work no matter what condition you have. Bear with me if my examples related to rheumatoid arthritis since that’s what I’m most familiar with. 

o Medical History – This is an account of the course of your impairment over time. It includes clinical findings, treatment and response to treatment and your statements about symptoms such as pain, stiffness and fatigue. At each visit, be sure to tell your doctor about your symptoms – how bad, how frequent, what parts of your body are affected, what makes them worse, what relieves them, and, most importantly, how they affect your ability to function at work and at home. 

o Clinical Findings –These are based on the doctor’s examination of you, and they include such things as descriptions of swollen, red or "hot"joints; descriptions of limited motion of joints; descriptions of deformities; reports of elevated temperature or swollen glands and observations of any difficulties with standing, walking or sitting. Make a point of showing your doctor any problem areas at each visit. 

o Laboratory Findings – These might include reports of x-rays, blood tests, bone scans and bone density studies. Whenever your doctor orders a test for you, he/she gets the results, and they are filed in your chart. Whenever you’ve had tests always ask your doctor about the results. You’re interested. And make sure those test results are in your chart. 

o Diagnosis – Whatever your diagnosis, make sure any tests that helped your doctor to make it or that confirmed it are in your chart. For example, a diagnosis of rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is, in most if not all cases, corroborated by blood tests. Remember the "disability listings"? A finding of disability under the listings requires one of the following: a positive test for rheumatoid factor or antinuclear antibodies or an elevated sedimentation rate. If you have a diagnosis of RA, you’ve probably had one or more of these tests. Make sure the results are in your chart. 

o Treatment Prescribed, Response, Prognosis – You have a lot of "inside information" on how your treatment is working! Let your doctor know if medications are not working or if you’re having side effects from them. And let him/her know how these problems affect your ability to function. 

o An Opinion About What You Can Still Do In Spite Of Your Impairment – Your doctor should describe your ability to perform work-related activities such as walking, standing, sitting, lifting, carrying and handling objects. Every appointment is an opportunity for him/her to observe you doing these things. He/she should also comment on your ability to travel. If you have difficulty traveling to your appointments and elsewhere, say so and tell why. 

Make sure he/she knows what types of work you do or have done and what work-related difficulties your condition causes. Be specific. For example: "Filing is part of my job but I can’t get the file drawers open because my hands and wrists are so weak and painful. Even if someone opens the drawers for me I don’t have enough strength to move the folders in the drawer to put the new ones in." This type of graphic description is good background information for your doctor. 

A word about multiple doctors and multiple impairments: What I’ve said about "your doctor" refers to each doctor who is regularly treating you for a serious condition. And if you have more than one serious condition the combined effect of your impairments will be a factor in determining your ability to work. You should document each impairment in the manner described above, and you should also have discussions with each of your doctors about the total effect of all your conditions on your ability to function. Also, think about how one condition can negatively affect your treatment for another condition. Often, your medical evidence is sufficient to explain any conflicts. But sometimes these relationships are less clear to everyone else than they are to you so if you’re having this kind of problem, discuss it with your doctor(s). 

When you’re ready to apply for SSDI, be sure to let your doctor know, and ask him/her to help you by submitting a report promptly. Ask if he/she has a copy of "The Blue Book". If not, offer yours! If you do all of the things listed above, there’s a good chance that the information vital to your disability claim will be in your chart. And if the information’s there, it’s likely to find its way into a report.


PART III – Get Organized 

1. Keep Records And Gather Medically-Related Information - When you fill out your application for SSDI, you’ll be asked for your medical sources – names, addresses, telephone numbers, HMO/chart/patient numbers, type of treatment received, and dates of first, last and next appointments. It’s a lot easier to keep records as you go along rather than trying to remember or looking up all this information when you’re completing your application. 

Here’s what I suggest: Every time you have a medical appointment of any kind, write down the doctor’s name or place name, the date and the reason for the appointment – or enter the information in your computer. If the appointment is for X-rays or laboratory tests or if it is for a consultation or therapy, then also record the name of the doctor who ordered it. The first time you visit a doctor, hospital, laboratory or other medical source ask for a business card. Make sure it contains their name, address and telephone number. If a doctor’s specialty is not shown, find out what it is and write it on his/her card. And if anyone has a fax number, be sure to get that too. Fax can help to speed up the processing of your application. Keep all these cards together (a zip-lock bag works well) so you’ll have the information readily available when you start filling out your application. Keep your cards up-to-date. Get new ones when any information changes. The alternative is to surf the yellow pages. This works but it takes longer, and the information may be outdated. 

2. Gather Personal Data And Evidence - When you apply for benefits, you’ll be asked to provide certain non-medical information and evidence. Get it together ahead of time. Shown below is a questionnaire one Social Security Office sends out to applicants to alert them to the need for this material. Print it and use it as a worksheet. Fill in the information requested and begin to gather your documentary evidence such as your birth certificate. 



CLAIMS QUESTIONNAIRE - (Please Print)
Please have form completed and available at scheduled appointment Thank You.
NAME: ____ SSN:______
ADDRESS:
HOME PHONE NUMBER __WORK PHONE NUMBER__
YOUR DATE OF BIRTH__PLACE OF BIRTH_____
DATE OF MARRIAGE__PLACE OF MARRIAGE___
SPOUSE’S NAME & DATE OF BIRTH____
SPOUSE’S SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER____
THE ABOVE INFORMATION WILL BE REQUIRED ON EVERY PRIOR MARRIAGE. IF PRIORMARRIAGE ENDED IN DIVORCE/DEATH, PLEASE FURNISH DATE.
DO YOU HAVE A BIRTH OR BAPTISMAL CERTIFICATE ESTABLISHED BEFORE
AGE 5: YES____NO___(IF YES, YOU WILL NEED TO PRESENT THE ORIGINAL
DOCUMENT TO US. THE DOCUMENT WILL BE RETURNED TO YOU. IF NO,
PLEASE CONTACT US IMMEDIATELY AT (office Tel. No.)
ARE YOU CURRENTLY WORKING? YES_ NO_
ESTIMATED EARNINGS FROM WORK THIS YEAR
IF YOU HAD EARNINGS LAST YEAR, YOU WILL NEED TO PROVIDE YOUR W-2 OR IF YOU WERE SELF-EMPLOYED, YOUR COMPLETE TAX RETURN.
IF YOU ARE DISABLED, DATE YOU BECAME DISABLED__
IF YOU WERE IN THE MILITARY, WE WILL NEED TO SEE YOUR DD-2l4(S) OR
AN ORIGINAL DOCUMENT(S) SHOWING DATE OF ENTRY AND DATE OF DISCHARGE FOR EACH MILITARY SERVICE PERIOD. IF YOU DO NOT HAVE THE DOCUMENT(S), PLEASE FURNISH FOLLOWING INFORMATION:
BRANCH OF SERVICE__DATES OF SERVICE__
IF YOU HAVE ANY CHILDREN UNDER AGE 19 OR DISABLED, PLEASE SHOW NAME(S) AND DATE(S) OF BIRTH. (WE MAY NEED TO SEE THEIR BIRTH CERTIFICATEs).
IF YOU ARE RETIRED FROM THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT, WHAT IS YOUR CIVIL SERVICE CLAIM NUMBER___.
WHAT DATE WERE YOU FIRST ELIGIBLE TO RETIRE FROM THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT__.
WHAT IS THE GROSS AMOUNT OF YOUR PENSION__

PART IV – Begin The Application Process
1. Make An Appointment With Social Security – Most Social Security offices do claims-related business by appointment. You can apply ("file") for benefits in person or by mail or phone. The choice is yours but I recommend you do it in person if possible. Here’s why: During your interview, a Claims Representative will have the opportunity to observe you and will record in your file any difficulties you’re having with such things as walking, sitting, writing and using your hands. The Claims Representative is an objective source and his/her observations are considered important evidence. 

Call SSA’s toll-free number (1-800-772-1213) to make the appointment to apply in person. You’ll receive a written notice from Social Security confirming the date and time of your appointment. You’ll also receive a list of information and evidence to bring to your appointment. (See the sample at the end of PART II.) If you have any medical reports about your condition(s), bring them too – it will save time. But if you don’t have them, don’t try to get them. The State Agency will request them. You will also receive a form to complete and bring to your appointment. It is called "Disability Report", and it is one of the most important documents in your disability file! 

2. Forms, Forms - The basic paperwork to apply for SSDI consists of the "Application for Disability Insurance Benefits" and the "Disability Report" mentioned above. A Claims Representative will fill out the Application during your appointment. You will fill out the Disability Report before your appointment. It’s important to have time to work on it at home because when completed, that big green Disability Report will contain critical information not found anywhere else in your disability file. Treat it like the important document it is. Take the time to give it your best effort! When you get it, read it carefully but do not start writing yet. 


PART V – Seize Your Opportunity To Present Your Case 

From your reading, you know that the decision on your disability claim is made by the Disability Determination Services (DDS) office in your state. When they receive your application, the first thing they do is read your Disability Report to get an overview of your case. Next, based on the medical sources you provided on your Disability Report, they request medical reports. Finally, after they have received your medical evidence, they review it and the information on your Disability Report to decide whether you meet the requirements for benefits. Obviously, it is in your interest to complete this form very carefully and very accurately and you can do it better than anyone else. All the questions on the Disability Report are about you and you’re the expert! 

The last paragraph of the instructions for completing the Disability Report contains this statement: "We estimate that it will take you about 30 minutes to complete this form. This includes the time it will take to read the instructions, gather the necessary facts, and fill out the form." That’s laughable!! When I worked for Social Security, we were bothered by this misrepresentation but we used to say, jokingly, that anyone who could do all that in 30 minutes was automatically not disabled and, in fact, must have super powers! Here’s a strategy for us mortals for completing the Disability Report. 

2. Make A Work Copy – As you work through the form, fill in the information on the work copy rather than the original. That way you can change and revise answers without messing up the original, and you’ll be able to see how everything fits on the form. If you don’t have access to a copier, use a tablet or plain sheet of paper. 

3. Divide And Conquer. Break your work down into logical, manageable chunks. The form has nine sections including remarks. They vary in length and complexity. Do one or two at a time at a pace that’s comfortable for you. Take a few days or a week if necessary to complete it. Pages two and three of the form deal with your condition and your work history. They contain some questions that require you to do more than give just a brief answer or check a block. It would help to be thinking about these questions as you work on the other sections. Here are my suggestions: 

4. Focus On Your Work – In the work section of the Disability Report form you are asked some very specific questions about the job you did longest in the last 15 years. Think about each task you did as part of your job, how you did it and the physical and mental requirements involved. Make notes. 

5. Dwell On Your Disabilities – This is dreary but necessary. We’re told that we should concentrate on our abilities rather than our disabilities – and that’s a wonderful prescription for daily living. But it’s exactly the wrong approach for filling out the paperwork for SSDI benefits. Instead, think about things you used to do that you can no longer do and why you can’t do them and why that keeps you from working. How you handle activities of daily living (cooking, cleaning, laundry, grocery-shopping, caring for your personal needs, etc) has a bearing on your ability to work. Many of the same skills (walking, standing, sitting, lifting, using your hands, etc.) apply. Over time, you’ve undoubtedly made adjustments in the way you do things to compensate for your impairment. Some of this adaptive behavior is probably so automatic that you don’t think about it. But now you need to think about it. Ask your family and friends to help you. Children, even little ones, are often keen observers and like being asked to contribute. 

Make notes.
While you’re focusing and dwelling on the issues above, read the instructions for completing the Disability Report one more time. Then, starting on the other sections of the form, begin filling out your work copy. 

6. Section 1 - Information About The Disabled Person - This section is self-explanatory. You may wonder about Question E, height and weight. Severe obesity can be disabling itself or can contribute to disability. There’s even a disability listing for obesity, so answer this question accurately. 

7. Section 4 – Information About Your Medical Records – This is where you get a big payback for the time you spent keeping records and gathering information as suggested in PART III of this guide! Get out your records and business cards and fill out this section. Numbers of all kinds - chart numbers, HMO membership numbers, phone numbers – help the DDS to get medical reports more quickly, so be especially careful to include them. If any source has a fax number, write it on the form somewhere near their phone number. For each doctor you list, include the medical specialty even though there’s no pre-printed space for it. Put it right after his/her name. 

8. Section 5 –Medications – Get out the medicine bottles! They contain the name of the medication and the name of the doctor who prescribed it. If you aren’t sure why you are taking a particular medication, call the office of the doctor who prescribed it and find out. Usually the nurse will be able to tell you. If you’re having side effects from a medication, you’ll know what they are! If no side effects, answer "none". Don’t forget to list your medications that are not in pill form such as inhalers, injections and IV’s. If you have to continue this section in remarks, write "see remarks" and then in section 9 write "Section 5 – Medications" and list the rest of your medications. You don’t want the DDS to miss anything! 

9. Section 6 – Tests – All the required information should be in the records (See PART III) you’ve been keeping. 

10. Section7 – Education/Training Information - Self-explanatory 

11. Section 8 – Vocational Rehabilitation Information – Most of us would rather be working than on disability. There are some wonderful vocational rehabilitation (VR) programs, and if you’re interested in being evaluated for VR services, answer yes to question B. And now, back to focusing and dwelling. 

12. Section 3 – Information About Your Work –Fill out your work copy. 

o Question A – List your jobs.
o Question B - List all the individual tasks you did in the job you did the longest and the physical requirements for each task.

Keep in mind that the title that you list in question A for the job you did the longest does not automatically describe everything you actually did on the job. For example, your job title may have been "file clerk" but maybe your job duties also included the task of unpacking and storing office supplies – lifting 10-25 lb. cartons of supplies onto a work table, unpacking them, then storing individual items on shelves and in cabinets, using a step-ladder when necessary. This required walking, bending, climbing, stooping and kneeling as well as carrying and handling small and large objects. You can see how this part of your job would affect your answers in questions D, E, F and G.

I recommend that you write the specifics of each of your job tasks as I have in the example above – the task, how you did it and which of the physical requirements in question D apply. The more detailed and specific you are the better! To compute the answers in question D, add together the times for each task. These are estimates but do the best you can. For question B, you’ll need much more than the two lines shown so continue in Section 9, Remarks, the same way as suggested for Section 5 - Medications (above). A word about mental job requirements: This is not about mental illness or intelligence. It’s about mental skills such as memory, alertness and concentration, which may be impaired as a result of physical conditions and/or the medications used to treat them. If you are seriously impaired in this way and if these mental skills were a primary requirement of your job – for example, if you operated dangerous machines or equipment or if you did complex math – list the applicable mental requirements along with the physical requirements for each task of your primary job.

13. Section 2 – Your Illnesses, Injuries Or Conditions And How They Affect You – Fill out your work copy.
o Question A - List each one that has an effect on your ability to work.
o Question B – Here’s where you put it all together!
Look at your notes on your disabilities. Review what you’ve written in Section 3 about your work. Now relate your disabilities to how you did your work and the physical/mental requirements for each of your job tasks. For example, what keeps you from climbing on that stepladder and why can’t you lift those boxes of supplies? I’ll bet you could write a book! Go ahead –write it like you’re writing to a friend and tell it like it is! This will definitely take more than two lines, so continue in remarks. 

A reminder about Question E: Review the "What We Mean By ‘Disability" paragraph in the instructions for completing the Disability Report. The date to be entered in Question E is the date you became unable to do any substantial work because of your condition. 

Whew!!! You’ve tamed the big green giant. Now review all the information on your work copy for completeness and accuracy and make any corrections. Read the paragraphs you wrote about your work and condition and make any changes. Even if you like what you’ve done, get a good night’s sleep and read it again. If you’re still pleased, it’s time to wrap up this project. 

14. Copy the information from your work copy to the original Disability Report. Then read it to make sure you copied everything accurately. Don’t sign or date it until after your appointment with Social Security. 

15. Put your completed Disability Report and all the other papers and evidence you’ve gathered in one place to await your trip to the Social Security office. 

During your appointment, you’ll be asked to sign your Disability Report and read and sign the Application the Claims Representative fills out for you. Once SSA has your signed application, you will have applied for SSDI benefits, and you will have done your best to present your case!

