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Synopsis: Recent reports vary about the extent to which non-occupational disability experience is 
changing and even about the direction of any such change. To answer these questions, IBI analyzes its 
industry-leading Benefits Intelligence benchmarking database to determine whether reported results for 
STD demonstrate real change or sample variation. 
 
 
Background 
 
Change can be hard – particularly without the right information. Benefits managers are particularly in 
need of reliable information on trends in important metrics when determining the need to make changes 
in their benefits programs. This issue is especially timely because of recent discussions about possible 
substantial fluctuations in short-term disability experience over the past several years. 
 
The key question is how to properly identify these changes. A “convenience sample” of different 
employers across time periods may just reflect systematic differences in each year’s sample of employers 
rather than reflecting any real underlying changes. For example, results from one year may reflect 
experience of employers in an industry with a high claims rate, while the next year’s sample may reflect 
employers with plan designs that limit claims incidence.  
 
A better solution is to examine the experience of the same employers over time to limit dramatic year-to-
year fluctuations in the employer characteristics or in plan-design parameters – a “panel design.” 
 
 
Using the right sample 
 
In this Research Insights, IBI examines STD changes between 2007 and 2009 for the same 2,100 
employers on three key short-term disability metrics: (1) median new claims per 100 covered lives, (2) 
median lost workdays per covered life, and (3) median calendar year claims payments per covered life. 
 
Over the past several years, IBI has built Benefits Intelligence, the industry’s largest benchmarking 
database for short- and long-term disability, Family and Medical Leave and workers’ compensation (the 
2009 database represents nearly 45,000 employer programs and is based on 2.7 million claims). The IBI 
Data Consortium of 15 major insurers and third-party administrators provide claims-level data for the IBI 
Benefits Intelligence benchmarking database. Importantly for this analysis, the database includes 
employers with substantial variation in size, industry and plan design.  
 
Although a panel design is preferable to a convenience sample for each year, insurers and third-party 
administrators providing data to IBI do not select clients randomly. While results from this analysis can’t 
be generalized to all employers in the U.S., they give us good insight into STD changes during these 

http://www.ibiweb.org/benefitsintelligence
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three years given the number of employers in the sample and their diversity in size, industry and plan 
design. 
 
 
What we found: Are there short-term disability trends? 
 

 
 

There has been much speculation on how short-term disability experience has changed during the 
tumultuous economic environment of the past three years. The chart above demonstrates that for the 
panel of 2,100 employers we studied on these three key metrics, the pattern was relatively flat between 
2007 and 2009. New STD claims per 100 covered lives ticked up in 2008 compared to 2007, but then fell 
back to slightly above 2007 levels. Calendar year claims payments increased in 2008 about 14% but 
dropped slightly in 2009. Lost workdays per covered life – the best measure of STD-related lost 
productivity – changed hardly at all during the period.  
 
From these results, we cannot conclude that there has been any significant discernible trend in 
employers’ STD experience over this time. 
 
 
Commentary: Short-term fluctuations do not make a “trend” 
 
The analysis of the three key metrics above suggests only slight changes in experience. Although we like 
to speak about “trends,” care should be taken when using this term.  
 

A “trend” is apparent when the expected value of a time series variable increases or decreases 
as a function of time. Short-term fluctuations do not make a trend. “As a function of time” also 
means that other factors have been accounted for in the analysis. 
 

As the economy recovers over the next several years and as American employers add new jobs, there 
will be intense interest in and scrutiny of benefits use and changes in key benefits metrics.  
 
Several key rules should be kept in mind when evaluating short-term changes or longer-term trends: 
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1. Never use a snapshot of different employers across time and call it a trend. It is likely that 
you are seeing the influence of systematic differences in the sample of employers rather than 
actual changes in employer experience over time. 

 
2. Don’t generalize results to all employers from a convenience sample (that is, not a random 

sample), particularly if the sample is relatively small and particularly if it reflects a single employer 
size class or a small group of industries. 

 
3. Don’t assert a cause – whether the recession, economic expansion, or public-policy changes – 

to trends based on factors that have not been measured and controlled for as part of the data 
collection for the sample. Always distinguish speculation and conjecture from real statistical 
explanation. 

 
 
Going forward, IBI will continue to analyze IBI benchmarking data to provide sound statistical change and 
trend information for the benefits programs of interest to our broad range of employer and supplier 
members. 




