On May 12, 2011, the Massachusetts Family-to-Family Health Information Center hosted a topical conference call about the Social Security Disability Programs.  Kristen Alberino, the Metropolitan Public Affairs Specialist, Social Security Administration Office in Quincy, MA was the presenter. 

Participants had some additional questions after the call. The questions, and Kristen’s answers, are below.

Question 1: 

I'm unclear about the criteria regarding inability to work. I have a 25-year old son with multiple chronic, degenerative conditions (primary one is ankylosing spondilitis). He has been unable to work the typical jobs available – sitting and standing for long periods is difficult. To qualify for SSI, does he need to demonstrate the inability to do any work whatsoever, or does he need to demonstrate his current work limitations? 

Answer:

When a person files for disability benefits, they need to show the inability to work “substantially” at the point they are initially filing for benefits.  There is a common term we use called Substantial Gainful Activity or SGA.  SGA is a figure put on what we consider meaningful work.  That amount this year is $1,000.00/month.  We use the “SGA” amount at the initial application level to determine if an individual qualifies for benefits.  Read a more detailed explanation of SGA and how the Social Security Administration evaluates work activity, including self-employment, for SGA purposes at http://www.socialsecurity.gov/redbook/2010/overview-disability.htm#6. 
Question 2:
The presenter mentioned that children in the care of a person who receives SSDI also receive a benefit until age 16, but later in the call I heard age 18.  Which is correct? 

Answer: 

If the spouse of a disabled worker is also the parent/caregiver of a child under the age of 16, the spouse could potentially receive a benefit. When we are talking about the benefits for a CHILD whose parent receives disability benefits, he or she can receive a benefit up until age 18 or up until age 19 if they are still in high school. If the child has a disability, the benefit continues after age 18. 

Question 3:

I receive SSDI and a "dependent benefit" for my minor child. The check I receive for her is 1/2 of my check.  Also, I receive a "Representative Payee" form each year for her.  Why would that happen if I am the one with a disability?  

Answer: 

You are your child’s Representative Payee, which means you have been receiving her check for her.  Anyone who is receiving a check from Social Security on behalf of someone else, like you do for your child, needs to fill out the Representative Payee form every year to show that you are spending that money correctly.  If someone else was your child’s Representative Payee, they would get the form to fill out.  You can complete those forms online at www.socialsecurity.gov/payee, which makes it a little easier.

  

Question 4:

What are the income and asset limits for Supplemental Security Income (SSI)?

Answer:

For an individual the resource (or asset) limit is $2,000; for a couple on SSI it is $3,000.  
Income is a little more complex.  Unearned income is counted like this – if you have unearned income of $620.00, we subtract $20.00 and the rest is “countable income,” so in this case $600.  The “countable income” is the amount that comes out of your SSI check. This year the SSI amount for a person living on their own, responsible for paying all their bills, is $802.00. That is the highest amount an individual with a disability can receive in Massachusetts.  If they have unearned income of $620.00, the countable income is $600.00 so their SSI would be reduced to $202.00. Unearned income is everything other than wages (pensions, unemployment, worker’s compensation, etc.)

Earned income works like this.  Social Security looks at your gross earnings, subtracts $85, and divides that by 2 to get the countable income. For example, if my gross wages were $885.00 we subtract $85 = $800 and then divide by 2 = $400.  $400 is the countable income and is what would be subtracted from the SSI amount of $802.00.  So for this person working and making $885, their SSI check would be $402 ($802 = Maximum SSI (minus) $400 (countable income).

 

Question 5:

The Return to Work Program.  Although this topic was not addressed during the call, I am in need of some clarification.  I mailed in my last medical review form and checked the box that indicated that my doctor and I discussed work. SSDI sent me a letter that stated they enrolled me in a Return to Work Program and that it was voluntary.  I have not responded and am not able to participate in this program, but it's unclear what is happening or has happened.  I do not want to lose my benefit, as it is my sole income.

Answer:

I believe you are referring to a “Ticket to Work” which is given to disabled beneficiaries who may want to go to work. You can use your Ticket to get the services and support you need to go to work or to earn more money. The goal is to help you earn enough money so that you can become financially independent. When you use your Ticket, you can get help finding a job, vocational rehabilitation, or other assistance. These services are ​provided by employment networks, which are private organizations or government agencies that have agreed to work with Social Security to provide employment services and other ​support to beneficiaries with ​disabilities and state vocational rehabilitation agencies.
You do not have to use the Ticket, and in your case, since you do not plan on working, you do not need to worry.  Only if you decide to work and that work is long-standing and “successful” will you have to be concerned about possibly having your checks stop due to work.

 

Question 6:

PASS.  I am still unclear as to how this program works.  Several years back I went through a training class with a Social Security representative in Boston.  According to the training, I would lose my SSDI income as it would be used to fund my education.  That would leave me with no income whatsoever.  Is this true?  I really do not understand how this program works.

Answer:

PASS stands for the Plan to Achieve Self Support.  How PASS works is that it takes any “countable income” that would typically cause the SSI payment to go down, (see answer to question 4 about how we figure out “countable income”) and excludes it from the benefit SSI check, provided that income is set aside and used only for items needed to obtain a specific work goal.  If you look at question 4, we talked about unearned income and wages causing an SSI amount to decrease.  If the Social Security Administration approves your PASS, we will not count any “countable portion” of income you receive when we determine your eligibility for SSI.  If you are already eligible for SSI, this will increase your SSI benefit, which will replace all of the money you spend on your PASS.

To qualify for PASS, you need to be a person who is receiving SSI, or receiving SSI and SSDI, or receiving SSDI only but could become eligible for SSI if some of the SSDI was excluded.  You also need to have a specific work goal AND have financial barriers to obtaining the goal.  For example, training, college classes, a computer, a vehicle, uniforms, etc.  The PASS experts will determine if your goal is feasible and will approve or disapprove expenses.  The PASS participant would have to keep receipts to show they are using the money they are saving as agreed.  

Now, you mention losing your SSDI all together.  If you are a person receiving only SSDI, and the Social Security Administration finds you are eligible for SSI so that you can participate in PASS and save money for a work goal, the outcome of the goal would potentially have to be that you will work “substantially” to the point where your SSDI stops.  However, if you are a person who gets SSI or a combination of SSI and SSDI, the outcome of the PASS would have to be that it “substantially” decreases your SSI or eliminates it.
Learn more about the PASS program at  http://www.socialsecurity.gov/redbook/eng/ssi-only-employment-supports.htm#3
 

Question 7:

How many Social Security Programs are there, and where can I find a list of them? Kristen also mentioned that there are over 30 SS programs.  Where can I find a list of them?

The Social Security disability programs are Disability, Survivors, Spouses, Retirement, Dependent, and Disabled Adult Children benefits.  During our call, I spoke only about the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) disability programs. SSI is a disability program for those with limited income and resources, while SSDI is a disability program that you actually have to work and pay into Social Security to become eligible.  SSDI does not have income and resource limits.  Read a comparison of the SSI and SSDI programs at http://www.socialsecurity.gov/redbook/2010/overview-disability.htm#4 
Learn more about all the Social Security programs at http://www.socialsecurity.gov/. 

Question 8:
I have an adult son with a disability. How do I know if he qualifies for SSI, SSDI or both? I know there is a phone interview. When I call for the 10 minute phone interview to apply for SSI, does my son have to get on the phone at the outset of the call and state that he authorizes me to speak on his behalf, and can he then exit the room while I finish answering the questions or must he stay and be privy to the call?  It is stressful for him to listen, and it would be better if he left the room. 

Social Security Representatives understand that it can be a stressful, but yes, in order for us to take an application from you we need his permission.  However, he does not need to sit in the room with you, as long as he gives us permission for you to speak and answer questions on his behalf.
Question 9: 

Are the medical release forms that my son must sign applicable to both SSDI as well as the SSI application process?  At what stage of the process is this done – when he first applies for SSDI?
Answer: 

There is only one medical release form for all disability programs.  The form number is an SSA-827.  You can download the form at http://www.socialsecurity.gov/online/ssa-827.pdf.  
