
 
 
How long do you have to work for Social Security Disability Insurance benefits if you 
are 30 and younger? 

This installment of the Voice was written by Martha C. Brown, CELA, a Special Needs 
Alliance Member who has been practicing in the field of elder law and special needs for 
over 30 years and is a Certified Elder Law Attorney as certified by the National Elder Law 
Foundation. Her firm, Martha C. Brown & Associates, LLC, concentrates on the unique legal 
needs of the elderly, people with disabilities and the families who care for them. 
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Many families are puzzled by the work history required for a person to qualify for Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) benefits. The puzzle is created by the changing 
requirements of work history given the worker’s age at the time of application for SSDI. To 
understand the work requirement, it is necessary to understand how the credits are earned. 
However, it is important to remember that work credits for SSDI benefits are diQerent than 
work credits for retirement benefits. These rules change according to the age of the person 
applying for the SSDI benefit. This article only discusses work credits for SSDI and will 
highlight the rules for someone age 30 and under. 

A worker who pays Social Security tax earns up to four work credits per year. The work 
credits are earned over the span of one year regardless of the months in which the actual 
income is earned. In 2019 one must earn at least $1,360.00 to receive a work credit; if one 
earns $5,440.00 during the year, then the person has earned four work credits for the year. 
The earnings are not required to be earned in three-month increments. Rather, the total 
annual earnings are divided by $1,360.00 to determine how many work credits have been 
earned. One can earn a maximum of four work credits in one calendar year. Additionally, 
one must have earned these quarters within ten years of an application for disability 
benefits. The general rule is that one must work 20 quarters in five years, in order to qualify 
for SSDI within ten years, but there are several exceptions to that general rule, only one of 
which is discussed in this article. 

When a person is disabled before age 24, the number of required work credits is reduced 
dramatically from 20 credits to six credits (one-and-a-half years of work history). No one is 
eligible for SSDI benefits if they have less than six work credits. That work credit number 
requirement increases with each birthday, until age 31 when the 20-work-credit 
requirement (five years of work history) kicks in. Generally, work credits earned before age 
21 do not count; only credits earned at age 21 and later are used in the calculation. 
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However, if the worker is disabled before age 24, the worker must have six work credits 
within the last 12 quarters (three years), which may include credits earned before age 21. 
For example, if the worker has turned 22 recently, then the credits from the last 12 quarters 
will include a period of time before the worker turned 21. 

The following chart outlines the necessary number of work credits earned in order to be 
eligible for SSDI benefits. 

General Chart 

 
There are two exceptions to these rules outlined in the chart above. The first exception is for 
a person who becomes disabled due to blindness. The second involves workers who have a 
second period of disability after age 31, after the first period of disability occurring before 
age 31. These exceptions are outside the scope of this article and will not be explained 
further. 

Beginning at age 21, the young worker needs six work credits or one-and-a-half years of 
work to be eligible. At age 25, the calculation is changed. The worker must add work credit 
to the number assigned for that age. The sum of the two numbers is the number of work 
credits required to be eligible for SSDI. 

For example, a 25-year-old man, who has had a traumatic brain injury at the age of 22, will 
need six work credits, whereas a 25-year-old woman diagnosed with SchizoaQective 
Disorder at age 23 will need seven work credits. In these examples, the young man with the 
traumatic brain injury is disabled at an earlier age and has been working a very short period 
of time whereas the young woman with SchizoaQective Disorder was diagnosed at a later 
age and has worked longer since she is applying for SSDI at age 25. A person born with 
Down’s Syndrome, who was able to work until age 25 will need eight work credits. This is 
because the person is 25, so needs four credits as a base, and because the person is four 
years past age 21, another four credits are added to the required number of work credits. 
The chart below lists the number of work credits necessary to be eligible for SSDI at each 
year from age 21 to age 30. 



 
 

 
In conclusion, the calculation of the minimum work credits for a worker between the ages 
of 21 and 30 is a puzzle. As with all puzzles, there is an answer if the pieces are broken 
down. Those pieces are work credits and the person’s age. When those two numbers are 
determined, the puzzle of work credits is solved, and the worker can determine if he or she 
has earned enough work credits to receive Social Security Disability Insurance payments. 

 

About this Article: We hope you find this article informative, but it is not legal advice. You 
should consult your own attorney, who can review your specific situation and account for 
variations in state law and local practices. Laws and regulations are constantly changing, 
so the longer it has been since an article was written, the greater the likelihood that the 
article might be out of date. SNA members focus on this complex, evolving area of law. To 
locate a member in your state, visit Find an Attorney. 
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