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BACKGROUND 

The Achieving a Better Life Experience Act 

(ABLE Act) of 2014 

 

Starting in 2015, States would have the option to 

establish an ABLE program, under which eligible 

individuals with disabilities could start an ABLE 

account, modeled after current Section 529 savings 

accounts.  

 



VITAL SAVINGS FOR RECIPIENTS 

Save $$ without jeopardizing SSI & Medi-Cal 

  

ABLE Accounts are exempt from SSI and 

Medicaid/Medi-Cal asset limits up to certain limits 

 

 Supplemental Security Income (SSI): $100,000 

 Medicaid/Medi-Cal: $300,000+ (dependent on 

the state where the ABLE Account is based) 



LIMITED ELIGIBILITY 
Disability: must be “significant” and documented 

Age: must have become disabled before age 26 

It doesn’t matter what the person’s current age is 

 

 



ELIGIBILITY: DISABILITY STATUS 

Must meet the disability requirements for 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social 

Security disability benefits  

OR 

Must submit a doctor’s certification that meets 

criteria (essentially equal to Social Security 

“listings” level of disability), including a   

physician’s diagnosis 

 



ELIGIBILITY: AGE OF DISABILITY 

Age: must have become disabled before age 26 

 Developmental disability 

 Disability from birth (i.e. cerebral palsy, 

blindness, chronic health condition) 

 Acquired disability: traumatic injury, developed 

chronic illness, hearing loss, vision loss 

 Must have documentation or doctor’s note that 

disability occurred before age 26 



SAVINGS & ASSET LIMITS 
SSI: Save up to $100,000 in an ABLE Account 

without being counted toward asset limits 

Medicaid/Medi-Cal: Save $300,000 or more 

without losing eligibility. 

- Accounts can be opened through other states’ 

programs: Medicaid/Medi-Cal asset limit may 

vary per state. Some have no Medicaid limit 

One can automatically resume, or easily re-

enroll, in benefits programs when back below limit 



ANNUAL CONTRIBUTION LIMIT 

Only $14,000/year can be contributed 

 Anybody can contribute, including family, friends, 

and individual account-holders 

 $14,000 limit is cumulative among all parties 
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QUALIFIED DISABILITY EXPENSES 
Funds must be spent on “qualified disability-

related expenses,” including: 

 Education 

 Housing 

 Transportation 

 Employment training 

and support 

 Adaptive equipment 

 Health, prevention & 

wellness 

 Financial management 

and oversight  

 “Other Expenses 

Approved by the 

Treasury Regulations” 



TAX-FREE INVESTMENTS 

ABLE options include 

interest-bearing 

investment accounts 

Interest earnings 

grow tax-free* 

*if spent on qualifying expenses 

 
Image from 

Nebraska 

ENABLE site 



THE ABLE WAY 

What could you use an ABLE Account for? 

Buy or rent a new home! 

Save money for college! 

Buy an accessible van! 

Create basic financial stability! 



PLANNING OPPORTUNITY #1 

Get rent support w/o jeopardizing SSI 

  If an SSI recipient gets help with food and/or 

rent, it reduces their SSI check: Dollar-for-dollar 

up to $264.33 (presumed maximum value, PMV) 

 But distributions from an ABLE Account do not 

count against SSI, even if used for rent 

 Funds can be deposited to an ABLE Account, 

then used for rent, without impacting SSI 

 



PLANNING OPPORTUNITY #2 

Down-Payment Crowd-Funding 

 Account-holders can crowd-fund for a new home, 

from family and friends (donations of any size) 

 Because $14,000 contribution limit is set per 

calendar year, they can raise $28,000 in just a 

couple months (December-January). 

 10% down payment on a $250,000 home is 

$25,000. All set to go, plus a little extra! 

 



PLANNING OPPORTUNITY #3 

Why Spend When You Can Save? 

 People with disabilities can earn money and still 

keep Medi-Cal/Medicaid – but sometimes they 

earn more than basic living expenses. 

 Before, they were forced to spend all the money 

just to keep benefits, even if they didn’t need to! 

 Recipients can now live modestly and save the 

leftovers, rather than live lavishly for no reason. 



OTHER FINE PRINT 



OTHER FINE PRINT 

 You can only have one ABLE Account at a time. 

 You can move your ABLE Account funds to 

another program in full – but only once per year 

 States have limits on frequency of investment 

option changes. Example: in Ohio, only 2x/year 

 No income disregard 

 Medicaid/Medi-Cal Pay-Back 



INCOME PUT IN ABLE STILL COUNTS! 

 SSI and many other benefits programs consider 

monthly income when deciding eligibility 

 Some people think that income put directly into 

an ABLE account is disregarded. This is false! 

 Any earned or unearned income still affects 

benefits eligibility and amounts (i.e. SSI levels, 

Medicaid monthly co-pays, etc.) 

 Income must still be reported to gov’t agencies. 



MEDI-CAL PAY-BACK 

 Upon death of the account-holder, Medicaid or 

Medi-Cal can hold a lien for medical costs 

 Lien is for medical costs incurred after the 

creation of the ABLE Account 

 Different than a 529 account or special needs 

trust: both have no Medi-Cal Lien 

 (Exception: Medicaid claw back for all Medicaid 

after age 55 in pooled SNT) 

 



ACCOUNTS ARE UP-AND-RUNNING! 



WHERE YOU CAN ENROLL (OCT ’16) 

Ohio “STABLE Account” 5 account options.  

No Medicaid limit or state residency requirement 

Nebraska “ENABLE Account” 5 account options  

No Medicaid limit or state residency requirement 

Tennessee “ABLE TN” 14 investment options.  

No Medicaid limit or state residency requirement 

Florida “ABLE United” 3 predefined & 4 custom 

options. No Medicaid limit, FL residents only. 



MANY ACCOUNT OPTIONS 

Four states are now offering ABLE Accounts 

(Oct ’16) – more are on the way (including CA) 

 These programs each offer several account 

options, and options differ between states 

 Options include mutual funds, FDIC-insured 

deposits, etc. Some states allow combinations 

 Medicaid limits of $300,000 or more, depending 

on the state. Some have no Medicaid limit at all 



STATE RESIDENCY REQUIREMENT? 

Most states have no residency requirement 

 Individuals can open accounts in other states 

 Some exceptions: Right now, Florida 

Ohio: No Requirement Florida: Requirement 



EXAMPLE: ENABLE PROGRAM 

Nebraska’s “ENABLE” has 1 saving, 1 checking 

and 3 investment options with different asset mixes 



OPPORTUNITIES FOR ADVOCATES 

Many ABLE websites provide limited detail. 

ABLE advocates & websites can: 

 Fully explain financial concepts & benefits 

 Give info on qualified expenses, payments, etc. 

 Tackle misconceptions, such as: 

 Earnings contributed to an ABLE Account still count 

toward SSI/SSDI/Medicaid income limits 

 Anybody can contribute – even friends! 

 

 



PROPOSED AMENDMENTS 



ABLE AGE ADJUSTMENT ACT  

The ABLE Age Adjustment Act (S. 2704/HR 4813) 

would raise the age limit for ABLE accounts up to 

age 46 (from the current 26) 

 Useful for acquired disabilities (i.e. multiple 

sclerosis, spinal cord injury, some blindness and 

hearing loss, etc) 

 Expands the pool of potential ABLE account-

holders – including those with less time to save 

 



ABLE FINANCIAL PLANNING ACT 

The ABLE Financial Planning Act (S. 2703/HR 

4794) would allow families to rollover savings in a 

529 college savings plan into an ABLE un-taxed 

 529 plans: tax-deferred savings for educational 

costs – but tax penalties for other expenses 

 529 is held under parents’ name: this would allow 

a transfer of funds to child for other expenses 

 Still counted to $14,000 annual contribution limit 



ABLE TO WORK ACT 

The ABLE to Work Act (S. 2702/HR 4795) would 

allow an employed ABLE beneficiary to contribute 

from his/her compensation up to the Federal 

Poverty Level (currently at $11,770) in addition to 

the existing $14,000 limit. 

 Potentially increase allowable annual 

contributions to $25,770 (for 2016 poverty levels) 

 Note: this would not affect existing caps on 

earned income and SGA, for SSI/SSDI/Medicaid 



Q & A 
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