
Short-Term  vs.  Long-Term
Disability:  What’s  the
Difference  and  How  Do  They
Work?
If you’re facing a medical condition that prevents you from
working, one of the first questions you may have is:

Do I qualify for short-term disability or long-term disability
— and what’s the difference?

While  both  types  of  disability  benefits  are  designed  to
replace income when you can’t work due to illness or injury,
they  operate  very  differently.  The  length  of  coverage,
application  process,  medical  requirements,  and  even  tax
treatment can vary significantly.

Understanding  these  differences  can  help  you  protect  your
income and make informed decisions during a difficult time.

What  Is  Short-Term
Disability?
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Short-term  disability  (STD)  is  designed  to  provide  income
replacement for temporary medical conditions that prevent you
from working for a limited period of time.

It  typically  covers  situations  where  recovery  is  expected
within a few weeks or months.

How Long Is Short-Term Disability?

Short-term disability usually lasts anywhere from:

A few weeks

Up to three months

In some plans, up to six months

The exact duration depends on your employer’s policy or the
private plan you purchased.

Short-term disability is commonly used for:

Surgery recovery

Pregnancy and childbirth



Broken bones

Severe infections

Short-term mental health conditions

Temporary complications from illness

If you are expected to return to work within a defined period,
short-term disability may apply.

How  to  Apply  for  Short-Term
Disability

The application process usually involves several steps:

1. Notify Your Employer

If your short-term disability coverage is provided through
work, you must notify your employer or HR department that you
intend to file a claim.

2. Obtain Medical Documentation



Your treating physician must certify that you are unable to
perform your job duties. The insurance carrier will require
detailed medical records outlining:

Your diagnosis

Your symptoms

Your limitations

Expected recovery timeline

3. Complete Claim Forms

You will typically complete an employee statement, while your
employer and doctor submit additional documentation.

4. Meet the Waiting Period

Most short-term disability policies include a waiting period —
often 7 to 14 days — before benefits begin.

Approval depends on medical support and whether your condition
meets the policy’s definition of disability.



What Is Long-Term Disability
Insurance?

Long-term  disability  (LTD)  insurance  provides  income
replacement when a medical condition prevents you from working
for  an  extended  period  —  often  months,  years,  or  even
permanently.

LTD typically begins after short-term disability benefits end
or after a longer waiting period (often 90 to 180 days).

Long-term disability insurance may be:

Employer-sponsored

Privately purchased

Part of a group benefits package

It  is  separate  from  workers’  compensation,  which  applies
specifically to work-related injuries. Work-related injuries
can also be covered under LTD policies subject to certain
provisions.



How Does Long-Term Disability
Work?

Long-term disability benefits generally replace 50% to 70% of
your pre-disability income.

However, LTD policies are governed by strict definitions of
disability.

Most policies operate in two phases:

Phase One: “Own Occupation”

During the initial period (often the first 24 months), you may
qualify if you cannot perform the duties of your specific
occupation. Your occupation as is often defined as how it is
performed in the national economy, and not at your specific
employer.

For  example,  if  you  are  a  nurse  who  can  no  longer  lift
patients due to a back injury, you may qualify under the “own
occupation” definition.



Phase Two: “Any Occupation”

After the initial period, many policies shift to a stricter
standard.

You  often  must  show  that  you  are  unable  to  perform  any
occupation for which you are reasonably suited by education,
training, or experience.

This  change  often  leads  to  claim  denials  or  benefit
terminations.

What  Medical  Conditions
Qualify  for  Long-Term
Disability?

There is no fixed list of qualifying conditions. Instead,
qualification depends on whether the condition prevents you
from working under the terms of your policy.

Common conditions that may qualify include:

Severe back injuries and spinal disorders



Degenerative disc disease

Traumatic brain injuries

Multiple sclerosis

Cancer and complications from treatment

Autoimmune disorders

Advanced heart disease

Chronic pain syndromes

Severe mental health conditions

Neurological disorders

The key is not just the diagnosis — it’s how the condition
limits your ability to work.

Insurance carriers often scrutinize medical records closely,
and strong documentation is critical.



Key  Differences  Between
Short-Term  and  Long-Term
Disability

Here is a breakdown of the major differences:

Duration

Short-term disability: Weeks to months

Long-term  disability:  Years  or  potentially  until
retirement age

Waiting Period

Short-term disability: Often 7–14 days

Long-term disability: Often 90–180 days

Severity of Condition



Short-term disability: Temporary impairment

Long-term disability: Extended or permanent impairment

Approval Scrutiny

Short-term disability: Can be less complex

Long-term  disability:  Often  heavily  investigated  and
challenged

Can You Receive Both?

In many cases, short-term disability serves as a bridge to
long-term disability.

If your condition does not improve before short-term benefits
expire, you may transition to long-term disability coverage.

However, approval is not automatic. A separate review process
often applies.



What  About  Workers’
Compensation?

If  your  condition  is  work-related,  you  may  qualify  for
workers’  compensation  instead  of  —  or  in  addition  to  —
disability insurance.

Workers’ compensation:

Covers work-related injuries or illnesses

Pays medical expenses

Provides wage-loss benefits

Is generally not taxable

Disability insurance:

Covers both work-related and non-work-related conditions
(depending on policy)

Does not pay medical bills



Replaces a portion of income

Sometimes, disability insurers reduce payments if you receive
workers’ compensation benefits.

Why Claims Are Often Denied

Long-term disability claims are frequently denied for reasons
such as:

Insufficient medical evidence

Missed deadlines

Disputes over policy definitions

Surveillance investigations

Independent medical examinations

Because LTD policies often fall under federal regulations,
appeals can be complex and highly technical.



When  Should  You  Seek  Legal
Guidance?

You should consider speaking with an attorney if:

Your disability claim is denied

Your benefits are terminated

You  are  transitioning  from  short-term  to  long-term
disability

You are unsure how your disability benefits interact
with workers’ compensation

You  receive  a  request  for  an  independent  medical
examination

Early guidance can prevent costly mistakes.



The Bottom Line

Short-term disability and long-term disability both provide
income protection — but they serve very different roles.

Short-term disability covers temporary medical issues for a
limited period.

Long-term disability protects you if your condition prevents
you from working for months or years.

Both  systems  involve  strict  documentation  requirements,
waiting  periods,  and  policy  definitions  that  can  affect
approval.

If you are dealing with a disabling condition — whether work-
related or not — it’s important to understand your rights and
options.

At Martin Law, we help Pennsylvania workers navigate complex
disability  and  workers’  compensation  claims.  If  you  have
questions about short-term disability, long-term disability,
or how they interact with work injuries, contact our office
for a free consultation.

We’re here to help you protect your income and your future.


