Difference between Social Security Disability and SSI Disability

Social Security is responsible for two major programs that provide benefits based on disability:  Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), which is based on prior work under Social Security, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Under SSI, payments are made on the basis of financial need.


Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) is financed with Social Security taxes paid by workers, employers, and self-employed persons. To be eligible for a Social Security benefit, the worker must earn sufficient credits based on taxable work to be "insured" for Social Security purposes.  Disability benefits are payable to blind or disabled workers, widow(er)s, or adults disabled since childhood, who are otherwise eligible.  The amount of the monthly disability benefit is based on the Social Security earnings record of the insured worker.


Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is a program financed through general revenues.  SSI disability benefits are payable to adults or children who are disabled or blind, have limited income and resources, meet the living arrangement requirements, and are otherwise eligible. The monthly payment varies up to the maximum federal benefit rate, which may be supplemented by the State or decreased by countable income and resources.  See Understanding Supplemental Security Income for an explanation of SSI benefit payment rates.


The SSI disability program has marked similarities to SSDI: both programs are run by SSA, both offer disability benefits, and both use the same legal definition of “disability.” But the programs also differ significantly in their financial qualifications and benefits. For example:

Benefit Amounts. The Social Security Disability Insurance benefit is calculated on a disabled worker's past earnings, which means that different workers may receive different monthly checks. 

Healthcare Benefits.  Recipients of SSDI qualify for Medicare benefits 24 months after their first monthly check. SSI recipients get Medicaid benefits immediately, without a waiting period.

Effect of Income and Resources of Other People. Benefits of SSDI are not affected by the incomes of others, or by the beneficiary's own income that is not earned from current work. For example, one's investment income does not affect his or her SSDI. But benefits of SSI recipients may fluctuate (or end) because of income and resources received by the beneficiary, or the income and resources of others who contribute to the beneficiary's support.

When you apply for either disability benefit, SSA should automatically check to see whether you qualify for Social Security Disability Insurance, SSI, or both. Get the free booklets "Social Security Disability Benefits," SSA Publication No. 05-10029; and "Supplemental Security Income," SSA Publication No. 05-11000. 
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