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A look at disability data from the U.S. Census Bureau

By EDDIE HUNSINGER DisabiliƟ es by Type1 A½�Ý»�, 2010 ãÊ 2014

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 to 2014 American Community Survey
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Eleven percent of Alaska’s populaƟ on 
and 12 percent of the naƟ on’s have 
a disability, according to the U.S. 

Census Bureau. The most common type is 
diffi  culty walking or climbing stairs, which 
aff ects about 48 percent of Alaskans with a 
disability. (See Exhibit 1.) 

The other types are hearing (37 percent), 
vision (18 percent) and cogniƟ ve (35 per-
cent). And of the 76,302 Alaskans with a 
disability, 33,360 have more than one.

“Disability” covers a range of condiƟ ons 
and varies according to context. To mea-
sure disability with the American Commu-
nity Survey, the U.S. Census Bureau uses 
six quesƟ ons to determine the type of dif-
fi culty: hearing, vision, cogniƟ ve, ambulatory, self-care, 
and living independently. (See the sidebar at the end of 
this arƟ cle for more informaƟ on.)

Age an important factor
As with many health and socioeconomic characteris-
Ɵ cs, age is an important factor in overall disability. It’s 
more common among seniors, with more than 30 per-
cent of Alaskans between 65 and 74 having a disability 
and nearly 60 percent for those over age 75. (See Ex-
hibit 2.)

Although people who are 65 and older make up just 9 

Alaskans
    Disabilitieswith  

percent of Alaska’s populaƟ on, they represent 32 per-
cent of all Alaskans with disabiliƟ es. The senior popu-
laƟ on is projected to nearly double over the next 25 
years, and as Alaska ages, the overall rate of disability 
is expected to increase.

Among Alaskan children, 5,765 have a disability, ac-
cording to the 2010 to 2014 American Community 
Survey. Of those, 577 are children between newborn 
and 4 years who have diffi  culty seeing or hearing. See-
ing and hearing disabiliƟ es are the only types the ACS 
tracks for children younger than 5. 

DisabiliƟ es are slightly more common among males, at 
11 percent, than among females, at 10 percent.
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Percent With a Disability by Region

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2010 to 2014
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DisabiliƟ es by Age and Sex
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Higher in older areas
The importance of age structure is also 
refl ected in regional disability rates. The 
Gulf Coast and Southeast regions, which 
have higher median ages and larger shares 
of the populaƟ on 65 and older, also have 
higher disability rates. (See Exhibit 3.) The 
regions with parƟ cularly young populaƟ ons 
— Northern and Southwest — have slightly 
lower rates.

SƟ ll, in terms of numbers, most Alaskans 
with disabiliƟ es live in the state’s popu-
laƟ on centers. Anchorage was home to 
28,357 people with disabiliƟ es, followed by 
the Matanuska-Susitna Borough (10,539), 
Fairbanks North Star Borough (9,669), and 
Kenai Peninsula Borough (8,122). 

Higher rates for Na  ves, veterans
Even though the Alaska NaƟ ve populaƟ on is younger 
than the total populaƟ on — with median ages of 28.7 
and 33.3 years, respecƟ vely — disabiliƟ es are more 
common among Alaska NaƟ ves, at 14 percent. Of 
those, 8 percent are under age 18, 59 percent are in 

the working age range of 18 to 64, and 33 percent are 
seniors. 

Veterans are another group whose rates stand out in 
the data. The survey shows 22 percent have a disability, 
versus 14 percent of the total adult populaƟ on. Among 
senior ciƟ zens, 42 percent of veterans have a disability 
compared to 40 percent of all seniors.
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Total With a Disability

Es  mate
Margin
of Error Es  mate

Margin
of Error

Employed PopulaƟ on Age 16 and Older  347,715 +/-2,362  22,687 +/-983

OCCUPATION
  Management, business, science, and arts occupaƟ ons 36% +/-0.6 31% +/-2.4
  Service occupaƟ ons 18% +/-0.5 18% +/-1.9
  Sales and offi  ce occupaƟ ons 23% +/-0.5 24% +/-2.1
  Natural resources, construcƟ on, and maintenance occupaƟ ons 12% +/-0.4 12% +/-1.2
  ProducƟ on, transportaƟ on, and material moving occupaƟ ons 11% +/-0.4 14% +/-1.5

INDUSTRY
  Agriculture, forestry, fi shing and hunƟ ng, and mining 6% +/-0.3 5% +/-0.9
  ConstrucƟ on 8% +/-0.4 7% +/-1.0
  Manufacturing 4% +/-0.2 3% +/-0.7
  Wholesale trade 2% +/-0.2 1% +/-0.4
  Retail trade 11% +/-0.4 14% +/-2.0
  TransportaƟ on and warehousing, and uƟ liƟ es 8% +/-0.3 11% +/-1.3
  InformaƟ on 2% +/-0.2 2% +/-0.6
  Finance and insurance, and real estate and rental and leasing 4% +/-0.3 3% +/-0.7
  Professional, scienƟ fi c, and management, and administraƟ ve and waste mgmt services 8% +/-0.4 9% +/-1.5
  EducaƟ onal services, and health care and social assistance 23% +/-0.5 20% +/-2.0
  Arts, entertainment, and recreaƟ on, and accommodaƟ on and food services 9% +/-0.4 8% +/-1.3
  Other services (except public administraƟ on) 4% +/-0.3 4% +/-0.9
  Public administraƟ on 12% +/-0.4 13% +/-1.5

Note: Civilian noninsƟ tuƟ onalized populaƟ on only
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 to 2014 American Community Survey
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OccupaƟ ons and Industries Among Those With DisabiliƟ es
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Employment lower, but jobs similar
Narrowing the state’s populaƟ on down to the typical 
working ages of 20 to 64 shows 42 percent of Alaskans 
with a disability are employed. In the total populaƟ on 
between those ages, it’s 71 percent.

Roughly half were outside the labor force, meaning 
they were neither working nor looking for work, com-
pared to just 20 percent overall. 

For those who were working, though, their typical 
occupaƟ ons mirrored those of workers overall. (See 
Exhibit 4.) Among the 22,687 employed workers with 
a disability, the leading occupaƟ onal group was man-
agement, business, science, and arts (31 percent, com-
pared to 36 percent for all workers), followed by sales 
and offi  ce occupaƟ ons (24 percent versus 23 percent), 
and service occupaƟ ons (18 percent for both).

The industry makeup is also about the same. The 
leading industry group was educaƟ onal services, and 
health care and social assistance (20 percent, com-
pared to 23 percent for all workers), followed by public 
administraƟ on (13 percent versus 12 percent), and re-
tail trade (14 percent versus 11 percent).

Income lower, poverty higher
Though the typical industries and occupaƟ ons were 
similar, earnings diff ered. Alaskans with a disability 
earned a median of $30,000 per year from 2010 to 
2014, and it was more than $36,000 for all workers.
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About the data
There are several sources for state and local data on 
disability, including the American Community Survey, 
the Survey of Income and Program Participation, the 
Current Population Survey, and the Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance System. Data will differ between sources. The 
data this article uses are all from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
American Community Survey.

From the U.S. Census Bureau: 

“The Census Bureau collects data on disability primarily through the 
American Community Survey (ACS) and the Survey of Income and 
Program ParƟ cipaƟ on (SIPP). The defi niƟ ons of disability are not 
always alike so cauƟ on should be taken when making comparisons 
across surveys. Generally, the SIPP esƟ mates of disability prevalence 
are broader and encompass a greater number of acƟ viƟ es on which 
disability status is assessed. The ACS has a more narrow defi niƟ on 
but is capable of producing esƟ mates for states, counƟ es, and met-
ropolitan areas. Because the ACS has replaced the decennial long-
form as the source for small area staƟ sƟ cs, there is no disability 
data in the 2010 Census.
 
“In addiƟ on to these recent data sources, the Census Bureau has 
also produced disability esƟ mates from the 2000 Census, and the 
Current PopulaƟ on Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement 
(CPS ASEC). Other federal agencies also collect and report disability 
staƟ sƟ cs. Depending on your needs, one survey may be more suit-
able than another.”

More information is available from U.S. Census Bureau at 
www.census.gov/people/disability/.

Poverty was also higher for those with disabiliƟ es, 
at a rate of 14 percent versus 10 percent for all 
Alaskans. (See Exhibit 5.) Specifi cally, 19 percent of 
children with a disability were in poverty, versus 
14 percent of all children. For those 65 and older, it 
was 6 percent and 4 percent, respecƟ vely.

Eighty-fi ve percent of Alaskans without a disability 
had incomes at least 150 percent of the poverty 
threshold, and it was 72 percent for those with dis-
abiliƟ es.

More walk to work, and more
    single-person households
While nearly 70 percent of Alaska workers drive 
alone to work, it’s just 58 percent among those with 
a disability. (See Exhibit 6.) Rates of commuƟ ng by 
carpooling, walking, biking, and public transporta-
Ɵ on as well as working from home were all a bit 
higher for workers with a disability.

In terms of living arrangements, 16 percent aged 15 to 
64 with disabiliƟ es lived alone: signifi cantly higher than 
the 9 percent for all Alaskans of those ages. Among 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 to 2014 American Community 
Survey
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senior ciƟ zens, 27 percent with a disability lived alone 
versus 25 percent overall.

Eddie Hunsinger is the state demographer. Reach him in Anchor-
age at (907) 269-4960 or eddie.hunsinger@alaska.gov.


