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Welcome to the let's get to work podcast brought to you by the Burton Blatt Institute at Syracuse
University, the Disability Employment Policy, Rehabilitation Research and Training Center, the dep
RRTC and the Southeast ADA Center. We're excited that you're joining us today, because we have a
special guest, Dr Purvi Sevak of Mathematica. Dr Sevak is the Senior Director of Mathematica’s
disability practice, where she oversees teams working on projects for the Social Security
Administration, Rehabilitation Services Administration and other agencies overseeing disability
programs. She's also an important partner in the DEP RTC, leading two of our research projects.
Our host is Dr Peter Blanck. Peter is University Professor and Chairman of the Burton Blatt Institute.
He is also the Principal Investigator for the DEP RRTC, where he leads a team to research, rethink
and reshape Disability Employment Policy. And now here's your host, Peter Blanck.

Peter Blanck

Dr Sevak. Purvi Sevak, who's the Senior Director at Mathematica it's really a pleasure to have you
on this podcast, and you have a lot to tell us about disability employment policy. But I first ask you,
how did you get into this area? | know you were professor at Hunter before, and did you study this
area for a long time? Tell us a little bit about your background and how you came to this area.

Purvi Sevak

Sure. Well, first, I'll just start by saying thank you for having me. It's an honor to be invited to speak
as part of the DEP podcast series. | am a senior director at Mathematica, where | oversee our work
on disability policy, which has largely been at Social Security Administration, SSA, Rehabilitation
Services Administration within the Department of Education, and at NIDILRR, the National Institute
of Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research that funds the Disability Employment
Policy RRTC that brings us here today. So | did not start out my career studying disability
employment policy. When | graduated as an undergrad, it was during the Clinton health reform
efforts. And I'd always been interested in social policy, but the policy environment at the time in
the mid to late 90s steered me towards health policy, and as | worked in that area for a few years, |
really got focused on older individuals who are, of course, the largest users of health care. And that
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exposure to health policy led me to become more and more interested in older Americans’
retirement, retirement security and long term care, and | focused my doctoral and early career
research on that population, on people preparing for retirement and people in retirement, on
financial security, health risks, including disability and the systems that supported them. While |
was in grad school, | was at the University of Michigan, and | was lucky to have an office with the
staff of the Health and Retirement Study as a research assistant, and in using the data, which was
designed by a group of scholars across many disciplines, | learned how health, disability,
employment, financial and social resources are all interrelated, and that you can't study one
without studying the other. My work outside of the classroom in graduate school gave me this
broader perspective. And then the first disability project | worked on was | had seen a posting by a
professor, non economist, gerontologist, looking for research assistant for study, looking at the use
of equipment and personal assistance by people ages 55 and older. And the professor, Lois
Verbrugge had written one of the seminal papers on the social model of disability some years
before, called the disablement process. And it was in working with her that | learned a lot about
disability and how it wasn't just a health concept, but that there were this inter relationship
between health and functioning and policy and in the environment, and that planted a seed in me
in this interest in disability and understanding the relationship between health disablement, the
labor market, financial security. And so while | did still focus my work on retirement security over
time, because a lot of the work | was working on is funded by the Social Security Administration
and SSA, retirement programs and disability programs are in the same agency. | inched into the
areas of disability policy as well. And I'll mention one last thing for me, personally. In my mid 30s, |
developed a chronic condition, type one diabetes, and | realized through my experience of learning
how to cope and work and raise a family, what | sort of understood abstractly and theoretically,
just how much health can affect employment and productivity, and how all these other factors
outside of health affects employment and productivity, your insurance, technology, your
colleagues, your family, and it really got me much more interested in thinking about how policy and
practice and programs can keep health from becoming disabling. | mean, obviously it can't always,
but it can often make the difference between living and thriving with a chronic condition versus
not.

Peter Blanck
You got your degree from a premier institution in Michigan, then you became a professor?

Purvi Sevak

So my first year, | taught Principles of Microeconomics, which is a foundational course for econ
undergraduates. | also taught public finance, which covers public programs, but also tax policy. And
over the years that | was at Hunter, was there 16 years. | also taught labor economics, both at the
undergraduate and graduate level. | taught statistics for many years, and | also taught or LED
facilitated a research workshop for graduate students who were getting started on their research.

Peter Blanck
As a professor, did your ideas about this area continue to evolve as you met more and more

individuals?

Purvi Sevak
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| had one student who came to my office hours with a dog, and | didn't have a lot of experience one
on one with people who had dogs that were assisting them, and learned, okay, I'm not to pet the
dog. | learned in talking to him about the discrimination that he faced, not just for having a
disability, but for other parts of his being, and how he navigated the system within the university in
terms of getting supports, getting accommodations, and | had, until then, really not paid any
attention to it. In my last few years at Hunter, | have a student in one of my classes who used
Access-A-Ride, which is a transportation service that helps people with disabilities who have
transportation barriers, get to school, get to work, get to doctor's appointments. | learned a lot
from him, just in talking to him, he was a really smart student. He went on to get his law degree at
Yale. He's now working at a prestigious law firm in New York City, and at the time, | was already
working in the disability area, but had talked to him about whether he had connected with
vocational rehabilitation, whether he wanted to live in the dorms, wanted to live in an apartment,
and learned about the barriers that he experienced in terms of accessing services within New York
City, not just the transportation that | already mentioned, but in terms of personal assistance
services, things that would allow him to live independently as an adult, there were a lot of barriers
in obtaining those services anyway, over time, I've followed him and kept in touch, and It's great to
see how he navigated the system and went on from Hunter to Yale and is now a successful lawyer.

Peter Blanck

You work in Social Security, you work in the retirement area, both elements of a larger disability
employment policy agenda. When somebody would ask you, what is Disability Employment Policy,
how would you answer that question?

Purvi Sevak

| think it starts early. We think about people with disabilities as spanning the whole life course,
starting at birth, children, youth, high school students, college students, people who become
disabled over the course of that time period as young workers in midlife. So it's thinking about the
education that supports people with all kinds of disabilities to be able to build a career. If they want
to create an environment where expectations of those individuals, their family members, their
teachers of employers are those that support the idea that all people can be employed and be
productive, contributing members of society. So to build those expectations, but also the services
and the systems and the programs. And then, when we think about Social Security, it's also
providing income support, health insurance support like Medicare and Medicaid, to provide
important health services, then also thinking about the incentives and disincentives that come into
those programs around employment, and working to fix policy parameters that might not be
resulting in the outcomes that are necessarily the most favorable.

Peter Blanck
What sort of evolution have you seen since you got into this business? Where was it when it
started, and how did it proceed to where we're at today?

Purvi Sevak

There's been so much evolution, if | think just about the past few years now. We've evolved as
organizations, and that differs across organizations. | think a lot of it is just the perceptions, and |
think part of that might just be me, but | think it's broader in the industry and in society,
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expectations that people with disabilities can work, and you can't say that someone with this kind
of disability can work, and someone with this other kind of disability can't work. So in working in
the disability space, whether I'm at my own employment or at conferences or advocacy, seeing
people with disabilities of all kinds, visible and invisible, taking part in that work breaks down those
misperceptions of the extent to which people with disabilities are able to enjoy the same types of
careers, people without disabilities. | think it's really been more of a gradual evolution. | also think
that starting with the Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act, there was much more emphasis
placed on youth and young adults thinking about starting early and saying you got to lay the
foundation while youth are still in school for exposure to work experiences, to college
environments. And again, that goes back to the shaping the expectations that you can have a
career, as opposed to, “oh no, | have a disability and so | can't go to college,” or “l can't go to
work.” I do think that the investments made by the federal government and then Vocational
Rehabilitation agencies and schools has shifted since WIOA to really invest in youth and young
adults. Hopefully we will see results in higher rates of employment and earnings and the types of
careers that people pursue.

Peter Blanck
What was your sense in this area, with regard to immediately pre COVID, during COVID, post
COVID? Was that a kind of a sea change in disability employment policy thinking?

Purvi Sevak

| think when COVID, even before the shutdown, was sort of looming, and we were having
conversations of when you're going to pull your kids out of school, when you're going to stop riding
the subway, when you're going to stop going to work, knowing that people with disabilities,
whether living in the community or living in institutional quarters or at higher risks of severe COVID
outcomes, or that was at least the perception or the fear at the time, when before we learned a lot
about COVID. It seemed like we knew that the labor market was going to take a hit and people with
disabilities were going to be disproportionately affected, because if it wasn't safe to go into
workspaces or to go on public transportation, people with disabilities, we're probably going to be
more sensitive to that, and we're going to be facing a bigger hit in the labor market. But what we
saw over time with the increase of remote work and employers quickly adopting practices to make
remote work possible, we were seeing increasing rates of employment among people with
disabilities. The expansion of remote work really presented an opportunity for a lot of people with
disabilities who face transportation barriers or physical barriers in workplaces, or just other
complexities that make it hard to be outside of your home for 10 hours a day and tend to your
needs while working. So | think there's a lot more research that has to be done there to understand
how people with disabilities adapted to this, and how their employers adapted to it, and how we
can find the positives in it to help move the path of disability employment forward.

Peter Blanck

Mathematica is, of course, among the premier shops in the world that looks at how data collected
can be used to improve lives, improve policy, improve practice and so forth. Just tell our listeners a
little bit about Mathematica and how that organization has evolved. What sort of things you're
doing and what sort of things you think you'll be doing in the near future?
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Purvi Sevak

Sure. Well, | love talking about Mathematica and our history. | first read about Mathematica | was
an undergraduate and taking a course on evaluation of public policies. So Mathematica was
founded in 1968 during the war on poverty, during the Johnson administration, and designing
social experiments to understand what kinds of programs can help alleviate poverty, can help
improve employment, and to test those in a rigorous way. And | think a lot of it was with
randomized control trials and data collection surveys, talking to people, asking them why they were
working, why they weren't. Working what barriers they faced. Historically, Mathematica has done a
lot of survey data collection to understand things that you maybe can't observe in tax records or in
other administrative data, and that we're continuing today, both in survey expansion of qualitative
data collection and qualitative methods to collect more nuanced information than we could even
collect in a survey so Mathematica today we study social policy, public policy, public programs,
spanning healthcare, education, disability, labor, nutrition, work related to veterans, the whole
spectrum of public programs, and that work includes both what | think of as traditional research,
but it also includes work that we might think of as more like management consulting, meeting with
program administrators, counselors, teachers, principals to understand what their pain points are
and work with them to co create solutions, whether they're big or small, with the people running
programs or schools or health plans, and to help improve public well being through that program
improvement effort as well.

Peter Blanck

Now of course, you are a principal and valued investigator as part of this project the Disability
Employment Policy Center. What interested you about the whole context of that project, and what
sort of specific expertise do you hope to bring to the table? How do you see this collaboration of
very strong groups focusing on this area making a difference?

Purvi Sevak

One of the things that really appealed to me about this group was the collaboration across multiple
not just academic organizations universities, but across disciplines, so that interdisciplinarity was
appealing, but then not just across researchers, but also across disability organizations, whether it's
advocacy or other groups. In that robust set of dissemination partners that BBl has assembled as
part of the DEP that's something that we've really seen more of in the last probably five years, just
the importance of including that lived experience and the design of research and the execution of it
and the dissemination of it.

Peter Blanck
So your project within the DEP is very interesting and important. Maybe say a little bit about that
and its importance, and what do you hope to learn from it?

Purvi Sevak

Sure, one strand of my research has focused on geographic variation and things like disability rates,
employment rates and participation in public programs. And even while controlling for other
factors like health or disability rates, we see a lot of variation, not just across states but within
states, in outcomes like employment or program participation, and it suggests that features of the
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local communities, like transportation, types of industry, education, cultural norms. And this
variation, as | said, it's present, not just across states, but within states. And so one of the studies
that is funded through the DEP that I'm leading is exploring this local variation in employment rates
of people with disabilities, and focusing on two features of the local environment, and that is public
transportation and broadband internet access. So that study is going to use survey data from the
American Community Survey and combine it with external data sources that I've collected, data at
the zip code level. So we're hoping that with better data, with more precise data, with more
frequent data, will have enough variation and precision to document the extent to which these
factors matter,

Peter Blanck
And how do you see that project evolving and leading into complementary or subsequent studies
you may want to undertake?

Purvi Sevak

So we're going to start out by using national data from the American Community Survey, but then
over the course of the five years, I'm also hoping to go back to my earlier research interest, which
was on older workers and retirement, to see how these factors affect decisions, both among
people with disabilities and people who might not identify as having a disability, but affect the
transition from work to retirement among older individuals as they develop health conditions and
disabilities. So tracking people over many years provides a richer set of data to observe transitions
into or out of the labor market and to see the extent to which local infrastructure can keep people
in the labor market if they want to, and avoid earlier than planned retirements, because we know
that that can be financially devastating for people if you're retiring early when you're in your peak
earning years.

Peter Blanck

Now, one of the important early points you mentioned in this conversation was knowledge
dissemination. Jonathan Martinis leads this knowledge translation effort, and I'm sure that he will
have some questions.

Jonathan G Martinis

One of the things that | think is most important for people to realize, and | hope that listeners
understand this as well, is that disability employment policy isn't just about people with disabilities.
It has an impact on the broader economy. Can you speak a little bit about that?

Purvi Sevak

Sure, depending on what statistic you look at, 15%, 20% of the American population has a
disability. Overlooking them as important contributors to our GDP is the big loss. So making sure
that everyone who wants to work can work and contribute is important. So, | took part in a study
where we were looking at a specific federal government program that employs people with
disabilities, and they wanted us to take that employment and see what impact it has on the local
economy, because there are multiplier effects. If people with disabilities are employed and earning
more than they could be making on SSI, they're going to be spending more money and just
contributing to the local economy, buying more things, renting apartments. | don't remember what
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the multiplier effect was, but basically showed that investments in this program paid off, both at
the national level and at the local level, with the consumption power of the individuals who are
employed that might not otherwise have been employed or employed at that level. So there's a
little bit of research out there that shows the impact. | think we can see how keeping people in the
labor force longer contributes to our national economy.

Jonathan G Martinis

And | think one of the projects that you're leading for the DEP really illustrates that point. It's about
the impact of infrastructure, availability of broadband, availability of transportation, on the
employment of people with disabilities. But, by the same token, if there are improvements in
transportation and broadband access that impacts everyone. So, | think it's important to look at
people with disabilities, not necessarily, as their own subset, but as part of a larger whole where
policies and procedures that impact their ability to work also impact everyone else's

Purvi Sevak

Yeah, certainly, broadband and transportation access are important for all individuals, Whether
they have a disability or not. | think a critical thing here is also keeping in mind that while you don't
have a disability today, you might have one tomorrow. Yeah, yeah. | think that's absolutely true.

Jonathan G Martinis

| can talk to you about this all day, but what I'm going to finish with is where | started. Thank you
for the work you're doing and for the impact it's going to have, not just on people with disabilities,
but on everyone.

Peter Blanck

I will finish by saying thank you, Dr. Sevak, it's really been a pleasure to work with you and learn
with you, and we'll look forward at the Disability Employment Policy Project to speaking with you
again soon.

Purvi Sevak
Sounds good. Thank you, Peter.

Jonathan G Martinis

Thank you, Peter and Purvi, for your insights, your perspective and your values. The DEPRRTC
presents a tremendous opportunity for all of us, and with you leading this new center, which will
look at so many different facets and ways the Disability Employment Policy can help us rethink and
reimagine a world with more opportunity for economic gain for more people. Thank you so much
for sharing your viewpoints today. And listeners, thank you for joining us for this episode. You can
access all of the Let's Get to Work podcasts with archived audio, accessible transcripts and
resources on our website at bbi-dep-rrtc.org. Let's Get to Work, Reimagining Disability Employment
Policy, is a program of the Burton Blatt Institute at Syracuse University, the Disability Employment
Policy Rehabilitation Research and Training center and a collaboration with the Southeast ADA
Center.



