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SUBSTANTIAL GAINFUL ACTIVITY 

§ 404.1571 General. 
The work, without regard to legality, 

that you have done during any period 
in which you believe you are disabled 
may show that you are able to work at 
the substantial gainful activity level. 
If you are able to engage in substantial 
gainful activity, we will find that you 
are not disabled. (We explain the rules 
for persons who are statutorily blind in 
§ 404.1584.) Even if the work you have 
done was not substantial gainful activ-
ity, it may show that you are able to 
do more work than you actually did. 
We will consider all of the medical and 
vocational evidence in your file to de-
cide whether or not you have the abil-
ity to engage in substantial gainful ac-
tivity. 

[45 FR 55584, Aug. 20, 1980, as amended at 65 
FR 42783, July 11, 2000] 

§ 404.1572 What we mean by substan-
tial gainful activity. 

Substantial gainful activity is work 
activity that is both substantial and 
gainful: 

(a) Substantial work activity. Substan-
tial work activity is work activity that 
involves doing significant physical or 
mental activities. Your work may be 
substantial even if it is done on a part- 
time basis or if you do less, get paid 
less, or have less responsibility than 
when you worked before. 

(b) Gainful work activity. Gainful 
work activity is work activity that you 
do for pay or profit. Work activity is 
gainful if it is the kind of work usually 
done for pay or profit, whether or not a 
profit is realized. 

(c) Some other activities. Generally, we 
do not consider activities like taking 
care of yourself, household tasks, hob-
bies, therapy, school attendance, club 
activities, or social programs to be sub-
stantial gainful activity. 

§ 404.1573 General information about 
work activity. 

(a) The nature of your work. If your 
duties require use of your experience, 
skills, supervision and responsibilities, 
or contribute substantially to the oper-
ation of a business, this tends to show 
that you have the ability to work at 
the substantial gainful activity level. 

(b) How well you perform. We consider 
how well you do your work when we de-
termine whether or not you are doing 
substantial gainful activity. If you do 
your work satisfactorily, this may 
show that you are working at the sub-
stantial gainful activity level. If you 
are unable, because of your impair-
ments, to do ordinary or simple tasks 
satisfactorily without more super-
vision or assistance than is usually 
given other people doing similar work, 
this may show that you are not work-
ing at the substantial gainful activity 
level. If you are doing work that in-
volves minimal duties that make little 
or no demands on you and that are of 
little or no use to your employer, or to 
the operation of a business if you are 
self-employed, this does not show that 
you are working at the substantial 
gainful activity level. 

(c) If your work is done under special 
conditions. The work you are doing may 
be done under special conditions that 
take into account your impairment, 
such as work done in a sheltered work-
shop or as a patient in a hospital. If 
your work is done under special condi-
tions, we may find that it does not 
show that you have the ability to do 
substantial gainful activity. Also, if 
you are forced to stop or reduce your 
work because of the removal of special 
conditions that were related to your 
impairment and essential to your 
work, we may find that your work does 
not show that you are able to do sub-
stantial gainful activity. However, 
work done under special conditions 
may show that you have the necessary 
skills and ability to work at the sub-
stantial gainful activity level. Exam-
ples of the special conditions that may 
relate to your impairment include, but 
are not limited to, situations in 
which— 

(1) You required and received special 
assistance from other employees in 
performing your work; 

(2) You were allowed to work irreg-
ular hours or take frequent rest peri-
ods; 

(3) You were provided with special 
equipment or were assigned work espe-
cially suited to your impairment; 

(4) You were able to work only be-
cause of specially arranged cir-
cumstances, for example, other persons 

VerDate Aug<31>2005 15:04 Jun 04, 2008 Jkt 214063 PO 00000 Frm 00406 Fmt 8010 Sfmt 8010 Y:\SGML\214063.XXX 214063eb
en

th
al

l o
n 

P
R

O
D

P
C

60
 w

ith
 C

F
R



397 

Social Security Administration § 404.1574 

helped you prepare for or get to and 
from your work; 

(5) You were permitted to work at a 
lower standard of productivity or effi-
ciency than other employees; or 

(6) You were given the opportunity to 
work despite your impairment because 
of family relationship, past association 
with your employer, or your employ-
er’s concern for your welfare. 

(d) If you are self-employed. Super-
visory, managerial, advisory or other 
significant personal services that you 
perform as a self-employed individual 
may show that you are able to do sub-
stantial gainful activity. 

(e) Time spent in work. While the time 
you spend in work is important, we 
will not decide whether or not you are 
doing substantial gainful activity only 
on that basis. We will still evaluate the 
work to decide whether it is substan-
tial and gainful regardless of whether 
you spend more time or less time at 
the job than workers who are not im-
paired and who are doing similar work 
as a regular means of their livelihood. 

[45 FR 55584, Aug. 20, 1980, as amended at 65 
FR 42783, July 11, 2000] 

§ 404.1574 Evaluation guides if you are 
an employee. 

(a) We use several guides to decide 
whether the work you have done shows 
that you are able to do substantial 
gainful activity. If you are working or 
have worked as an employee, we will 
use the provisions in paragraphs (a) 
through (d) of this section that are rel-
evant to your work activity. We will 
use these provisions whenever they are 
appropriate, whether in connection 
with your application for disability 
benefits (when we make an initial de-
termination on your application and 
throughout any appeals you may re-
quest), after you have become entitled 
to a period of disability or to disability 
benefits, or both. 

(1) Your earnings may show you have 
done substantial gainful activity. Gen-
erally, in evaluating your work activ-
ity for substantial gainful activity pur-
poses, our primary consideration will 
be the earnings you derive from the 
work activity. We will use your earn-
ings to determine whether you have 
done substantial gainful activity un-
less we have information from you, 

your employer, or others that shows 
that we should not count all of your 
earnings. The amount of your earnings 
from work you have done (regardless of 
whether it is unsheltered or sheltered 
work) may show that you have engaged 
in substantial gainful activity. Gen-
erally, if you worked for substantial 
earnings, we will find that you are able 
to do substantial gainful activity. How-
ever, the fact that your earnings were 
not substantial will not necessarily 
show that you are not able to do sub-
stantial gainful activity. We generally 
consider work that you are forced to 
stop or to reduce below the substantial 
gainful activity level after a short time 
because of your impairment to be an 
unsuccessful work attempt. Your earn-
ings from an unsuccessful work at-
tempt will not show that you are able 
to do substantial gainful activity. We 
will use the criteria in paragraph (c) of 
this section to determine if the work 
you did was an unsuccessful work at-
tempt. 

(2) We consider only the amounts you 
earn. When we decide whether your 
earnings show that you have done sub-
stantial gainful activity, we do not 
consider any income that is not di-
rectly related to your productivity. 
When your earnings exceed the reason-
able value of the work you perform, we 
consider only that part of your pay 
which you actually earn. If your earn-
ings are being subsidized, we do not 
consider the amount of the subsidy 
when we determine if your earnings 
show that you have done substantial 
gainful activity. We consider your 
work to be subsidized if the true value 
of your work, when compared with the 
same or similar work done by 
unimpaired persons, is less than the ac-
tual amount of earnings paid to you for 
your work. For example, when a person 
with a serious impairment does simple 
tasks under close and continuous su-
pervision, our determination of wheth-
er that person has done substantial 
gainful activity will not be based only 
on the amount of the wages paid. We 
will first determine whether the person 
received a subsidy; that is, we will de-
termine whether the person was being 
paid more than the reasonable value of 
the actual services performed. We will 
then subtract the value of the subsidy 
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