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The ABLE Case Summary Series #1

The Impact of an ABLE Account on Social
Security and SSI Disability Benefits: A 2026 Update

Our Case Summary Series explains the use of ABLE accounts to accumulate savings to
purchase items or services called Qualified Disability Expenses (QDEs), without
jeopardizing eligibility for means-tested benefits such as Supplemental Security Income
(SSI), Medicaid, and a range of other federally funded benefits. The purpose of the
series is to help current and future ABLE account owners, their families, community
agencies, and others understand the possibilities of using an ABLE account to improve
health, independence and quality of life for a person with a disability or blindness. Each
case summary provides a deeper dive into a topic unique to ABLE accounts and uses
case examples to explain key concepts in the article.

Visit ABLE National Resource Center's ABLE Case Summary Series to access the full
series.

Introduction

The Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) Act of 2014 became a reality in 2016 as
ABLE programs were started in some States. An ABLE account creates a way to save
funds for a “designated beneficiary,” who is blind or disabled with an onset of disability
before age 46." Prior to January 1, 2026, a person’s onset of disability had to occur
before age 26 to qualify for an ABLE account.? ABLE programs exist in 47 States, the
District of Columbia, and Guam with 32 of those considered national programs
accepting enrollees from all States.® The account owner can use account funds to
purchase QDEs to improve their health, independence, and quality of life.

' See Internal Revenue Service (IRS) ABLE regulations, 26 CFR 1.529-0 — 1.529-8.

2See ABLE Case Summary #7, The ABLE Age Adjustment Act (Sept. 15, 2025) for details on
the change in eligibility criteria and who may be newly eligible for an ABLE account.

3 See ABLE National Resource Center and its US Map showing states with ABLE accounts
(click on a state for an overview of its ABLE program features).

* For a representative list of Qualified Disability Expenses, see ABLE National Resource
Center’s Frequently Asked Questions.



https://www.ablenrc.org/the-able-case-summary-series/
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/26/1.529A-1
https://www.ablenrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/ABLECaseSummary-ExpansionOfABLEeligibility.pdf
http://www.ablenrc.org/
https://www.ablenrc.org/select-a-state-program/
https://www.ablenrc.org/frequently-asked-questions/#qualified-disability-expenses
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Many ABLE account beneficiaries (or owners) who are adults receive cash payments
through either the Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)® or the Supplemental
Security Income (SSI) program. Additionally, a considerable number of ABLE account
beneficiaries are children, under age 18, who are not currently eligible for SSI due to
parental income and resources but would be eligible for SSI at age 18, when the SSI
program stops counting their parents’ income and resources. This article updates and
replaces a similar article from January 2018. It will explain the basics of the SSDI and
SSI disability programs; explain SSI’s income and resource rules; and explain how
contributions to an ABLE account, assets held in the account, and account distributions
affect eligibility and payment amounts for the SSDI and SSI programs. We will then use
two case scenarios to show how the ABLE account and SSI work together.

SSDI and SSI Disability: Issues Faced with an ABLE Account

Each of these programs provides cash payments to persons who are blind or disabled.
For adults, age 18 or older, the disability and blindness criteria are the same in each
program.® The SSI program has a separate disability standard for children under 18.7
SSDI and SSI disability beneficiaries, and their parents, have expressed concerns about
whether the use of an ABLE account could affect their future eligibility for SSDI or SSI.
We note that many individuals receive a combination of SSDI and SSI benefits.

SSDI Payments: Not Impacted by an ABLE Account

SSDI is available to individuals who worked and put money into the Social Security trust
fund through payroll deductions, or by paying self-employment taxes (through a federal
income tax return). SSDI on the wage earner’s record can, in some cases, also be
available to the wage earner’s spouse, divorced spouse, or widow(er); and to the wage
earner’s adult disabled child under the Childhood Disability Benefits category.® The
criteria for determining whether the wage earner has achieved “insured status,” based
on contributions into the Social Security trust fund, is beyond the scope of this article.

>SSDI is used to refer to persons who receive payments based on their own earnings record
and to persons who receive widows/widowers’ disability benefits or Childhood Disability Benefits
on the earnings record of a spouse, or of a parent who is retired, disabled, or deceased.

6See 20 CFR 404.1505 (SSDI); 20 CFR 416.905 (SSI for adults). Applicants for both SSDI and
SSI can be denied benefits if they are working, with countable earned income that is more than
the current year’s substantial gainful activity (SGA) amount for the year in question, $2,830 for
the statutorily blind and $1,690 for all others in 2026. If an SSI applicant is statutorily blind,
working at the SGA level cannot result in an application denial as there is no SGA rule for the
blind in the SSI program. See Social Security Update on Substantial Gainful Activity.

720 CFR 416.906 (SSI for children). The child applicant must show, through a combination of
medical evidence and educational records, several substantial deficits in the ability to function in
both school and non-school settings compared to their non-disabled peers.

& For details on family members who qualify for Social Security benefits on the wage earner’s
record see Social Security Family Benefits (includes benefit categories that do not require blind
or disabled status).



https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-20/chapter-III/part-404/subpart-P/subject-group-ECFRd3e28073a44a293
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-20/chapter-III/part-416/subpart-I/subject-group-ECFRd04755272feffdc/section-416.905
https://www.ssa.gov/oact/cola/sga.html
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-20/chapter-III/part-416/subpart-I/subject-group-ECFRd04755272feffdc/section-416.906
https://www.ssa.gov/family
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An SSDI applicant establishes the right to a cash payment based only on the wage
earner’s insured status and on meeting the SSDI disability or blindness criteria. Since
SSDI is not a means-tested benefit, there is generally no limit to the amount of
unearned income or resources a beneficiary can have. The SSDI payment level could
be reduced if the person is also receiving certain worker’'s compensation or public
disability benefits.® The money contributed to the ABLE account, the money or assets
held in the account, and the distributions made from the account will never have an
impact on SSDI eligibility or payment amount.'°

SSI Disability Policy Strongly Promotes Use of ABLE Accounts

SSl is based on financial need. In 2026, the maximum SSI federal benefit rate is $994
per month, with most States supplementing that amount. Unless one or more income
exclusions apply, any income received by the SSI beneficiary will affect the monthly SSI
payment amount. In some cases, the beneficiary’s monthly income can result in no
monthly SSI payment. Countable resources of up to $2,000 are allowed for an individual
in the SSI program. If resources go above that amount an SSI payment will be
suspended, for up to 12 consecutive months, until countable resources are again within
the $2,000 limit. If resources remain above $2,000 for 12 consecutive months, the SSI
is terminated and a new application would be required to reestablish eligibility. !

Special Rules for ABLE Accounts: The SSI program first issued Program Operations
Manual Systems (POMS) policies governing ABLE accounts in 2016 and has amended
these policies several times, with the most recent updates to POMS S| 001130.740
posted in February and April 2026. Several key SSI policies appear in the POMS
related to ABLE accounts:

e Contributions of the ABLE beneficiary to the ABLE account from their monthly
income (i.e., income other than the SSI payment), will still count as income for
SSI determinations of eligibility and payment amount, subject to any income
exclusions. Contributions from all others are excluded and not counted as
income of the beneficiary when directly deposited into an ABLE account.

e Earnings from the ABLE account, such as bank interest or investment account
dividends, are excluded and not counted as income by the SSI program.

e Up to $100,000 of the ABLE account balance is excluded by SSI and not
counted toward the ABLE beneficiary’s $2,000 SSI resource limit.

° See How Workers’ Compensation and Other Disability

Payments May Affect Your Benefits (Social Security Administration, Publication No. 05-10018),
www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10018.pdf.

© An ABLE account owner who receives SSDI can comfortably save up to their ABLE plan’s
cumulative balance limit, which varies from plan to plan, and is often over $475,000.

11 See SSI Spotlight on Resources (2025 Edition) for a list of common resource exclusions that
do not count against the $2,000 limit.



https://secure.ssa.gov/poms.nsf/lnx/0501130740
http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10018.pdf
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/spotlights/spot-resources.htm
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e When the ABLE account value exceeds $100,000 and the amount above
$100,000, combined with other resources, results in countable resources above
$2,000, SSI payments are indefinitely suspended.

o Example: Mario, age 41, receives SSI and Medicaid benefits (he lives in
one of 42 states in which SSI beneficiaries are automatically eligible for
Medicaid). He works part time, earning $1,085 gross per month, and gets
a reduced SSI payment of $494 per month.'? He has had an ABLE
account since 2018, based on regular contributions from his grandparents.
Effective March 2026, he has $101,500 in his ABLE account and $1,500 in
his checking account. That part of Mario’s ABLE account balance that
exceeds $100,000 (i.e., $1,500) is considered a countable resource by the
SSI program. He hopes to soon use his ABLE account to make a
downpayment on the purchase of a condominium (condo).

Since Mario’s countable resources are now $3,000 ($1,500 from the ABLE
account + $1,500 from a checking account), and his ABLE account has
caused him to exceed the $2,000 SSI resource limit, his SSI payments are
indefinitely suspended but his Medicaid eligibility continues under SSI's
ABLE policy. Because this SSI suspension is “indefinite,” Mario could
retain Medicaid for any number of years so long as his non-ABLE
resources remain below $2,000.3

ABLE Tips: We assume Mario had used his $494 SSI payment and earnings for
monthly living expenses and must now use his ABLE account to fund “basic living
expenses” which qualify as QDEs under ABLE policy. Each month that combined
countable resources remain above $2,000 he will not receive any SSI payment.

12 The SSI program excludes the first $85 of Mario’s gross earnings and one half of the
remainder ($1,085 — 85 = 1,000/2 = $500 countable income). Countable income is subtracted
from the state’s SSlI rate to give Mario a monthly $494 SSI payment ($994 — $500). Social
Security Red Book — A Guide to Work Incentives and Employment Supports, p.26 (2026).

3 POMS SI1001130.740 D.1.c. We caution readers that the ability to continue automatic
Medicaid if an ABLE account balance causes countable resources to exceed $2,000 is only a
guarantee of Medicaid eligibility in those 42 states in which SSI eligibility creates automatic
Medicaid eligibility, with a separate Medicaid application required in a number of those states. In
the remaining eight “section 209(b) states,” that opted to determine Medicaid eligibility
separately, the ABLE account should still be an exempt resource, but the person will have to
meet any state-specific resource test to keep Medicaid. See POMS reference immediately
above and POMS S| 01715.010.



https://www.ssa.gov/redbook/index.html
https://secure.ssa.gov/poms.nsf/lnx/0501130740
https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0501715010
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Since Mario is only $1,000 over the $2,000 resource limit, he should quickly spend
down some combination of checking account and ABLE account funds to get safely
below SSI's $2,000 resource limit. Mario’s grandparents should be advised to put a
short-term hold on any future contributions to the ABLE account. Instead, they can set
that money aside and later make a larger ABLE account contribution after Mario has
used his ABLE account for a downpayment on the condominium purchase. If Mario has
a Supplemental Needs Trust (SNT), the grandparents could make deposits into the SNT
until ABLE account assets are safely below $100,000. Alternatively, they could directly
pay for items that would not be considered part of Mario’s housing/shelter costs and,
therefore, not considered by SSI to be countable income.

In the perfect world, Mario and his grandparents could periodically reach out to a
benefits counselor as Mario moves toward self-sufficiency with a combination of SSI,
earnings, and help from his family. The benefits counselor, if familiar with ABLE policy,
could have alerted them about the SSI resource problem and suggested steps to keep
the ABLE account well below $100,000 to avoid a suspension of SSI payments. ABLE-
related benefits counseling is critical to many SSI beneficiaries who, like Mario, are
using an ABLE account in combination with SSI work incentives to move toward long-
term financial goals.

The Case of Wanda

Wanda is 17 years old,a high school junior, and lives with her two parents and younger
sister. She has a severe learning disability, attends regular education classes, and
receives significant special education services both in the classroom and in a special
education resource room. Currently, she attends an employment training program,
provided through the school’s special education department. Wanda’s short-term goal is
to work in a supported employment position with job coaching services. Her long-term
goal is to receive a regular high school diploma, at age 19 and transition to more
traditional employment.

Wanda received SSI from age 7 until age 12 when, in early 2021, her mother returned
to work, resulting in a termination of SSI due to parental income. Wanda’s parents
opened an ABLE account for her in October 2022, and she has $4,500 in the account
as of March 2026. The parents and Wanda’s uncle hope to contribute a combined
$2,000 to $3,000 to Wanda’s ABLE account each year. Wanda is eligible for an ABLE
account despite her loss of SSI, as she continues to have the same disability.
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In March 2026, Wanda and her parents meet with a benefits counselor to help Wanda
plan for the future. They expect Wanda to be eligible for SSI when she turns 18 in early
April 2026, because at age 18 the SSI program no longer counts parental income and
resources. Wanda and her parents pose a series of questions to the benefits counselor:

1.

Since the ABLE account balance will be $4,500 or more on Wanda'’s 18
birthday in April 2026, must the ABLE account be reduced below $2,000 before
she can be approved for SSI?

Answer: There is no need to reduce the ABLE account balance below $2,000 to
establish eligibility for SSI. Under SSI’s ABLE policy (discussed above), assets
retained in an ABLE account, up to $100,000, are excluded and will not count
toward SSI's $2,000 resource limit.

Wanda and her parents have visited a special supported housing program for
transition-aged youth with intellectual disabilities that Wanda would likely qualify
for after she completes her public school program in 2027. The housing program
would provide Wanda with an apartment and many support services, to learn the
skills necessary to live independently. Based on their 2026 rates, the housing
program would cover most of the housing costs and Wanda would owe $400 per
month as her share of the rent. Wanda would also owe a monthly fee of $150 for
her share of food costs. Wanda will need to sign a lease agreement that
incorporates these terms. Wanda and her parents are both excited about her
going into this housing program. They ask two questions: 1) Can ABLE account
funds be used to pay for Wanda'’s share of rent and food in this program? 2) If
the ABLE account funds are used to pay for Wanda’s share of rent and food, will
her SSI payment be reduced each month?

Answer: 1) ABLE account funds can be used to pay for Wanda’s monthly
housing and food costs as both housing expenses, and food as a basic living
expense are “qualified disability expenses (QDEs).”'* 2) ABLE account
distributions to pay for housing and food costs, which both qualify as QDEs, will
not count as income for SSI purposes and will not result in any reduction to her
SSI payment.’®

“POMS SI 001130.740 B.8.

> POMS SI1 001130.740 C 4.



https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0501130740
https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0501130740
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Note: Although the housing program will pay a large portion of Wanda’s housing
costs, the SSI program will not consider this in-kind income and reduce Wanda'’s
SSI payment. This is because Wanda will pay the housing program a flat fee
under a “business arrangement,” i.e., $400 per month, that is equal to or more
than one third the SSI federal benefit rate plus $20, i.e., $353.33 ($994/3 =
333.33 + 20 = $353.33).7¢ Under recent SSI policy changes, a third party’s
contribution of food to an SSI beneficiary is no longer considered in-kind income
and will not affect Wanda’s SSI payment.’”

3. Wanda is expected to have a paid job placement during the summer of 2026.
She is expected to earn $800 to $1,000 during the summer (i.e., $400 to $500
per month in July and August). The parents and Wanda ask: 1) Can Wanda
deposit a part of her wages into the ABLE account? 2) If yes, how will Wanda'’s
deposit into the ABLE account affect her monthly SSI payment?

Answer: 1) Wanda can deposit her own income, including wages from a job, into
the ABLE account. In fact, even if her parents and others were expected to
contribute up the 2026 limit for ABLE accounts, $20,000, ABLE policy allows her
to exceed the contribution limit if depositing a part of her wages into the account
and neither she nor her employer make deposits into a retirement account during
the calendar year. The additional contribution from earnings can be up to
$15,650 in 2026 ($19,550 for Alaska, $17,990 for Hawaii) or her actual gross
earnings, whichever is less.’® 2) If an SSI beneficiary deposits their own money
into the ABLE account, that money will still be considered income for SSI
purposes unless a specific SSI rule would exclude all or part of that income. In
Wanda’s case, since she is a high school student and is regularly attending
school, she will benefit from SSI’s Student Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE) rule.
Under the SEIE rule all of her monthly income, up to a maximum of $2,410 per
month (and up to $9,730 per year), is excluded and not counted.’® This means
that none of her roughly $400 to $500 per month wages during July and August
2026 will count and her SSI payment will remain the same.

The Parents’ Tax Return Windfall and Plans to Purchase $2,500 CD for Wanda

Following the March meeting with the benefits counselor, Wanda’s parents get a
pleasant surprise when they file their federal tax return in April 2026. Based on 2025 tax
policy changes, the parents are eligible for unexpected deductions from their earned
income including:

% POMS SI 00835.380.

17 See Social Security, Understanding SSI Eligibility Requirements (2025 Edition) (“Effective 09/30/2024, food is no
longer included in ISM [In Kind Support and Maintenance] calculations. This means that the value of food will no
longer reduce your SSI payment.”

8See 2026 contribution limits discussion in Case Summary #5, A Range of Strategies for
Funding an ABLE Account: a 2026 Update, p. 2.

1 See POMS S100820.510; ABLE and the Student Earned Income Exclusion for Transition Age
Youth (ABLE National Resource Center, January 2026)
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https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0500835380
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/text-eligibility-ussi.htm#:%7E:text=Effective%2009/30/2024%2C,home%20was%20counted%20as%20ISM..
https://www.ablenrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/CaseSummary5-RangeOfStrategiesForFundingABLE-2026.pdf
https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0500820510
https://www.ablenrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/ABLE-SEIEFactSheet2026.pdf
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e A $14,000 deduction for the mother’s tips earned as a hair stylist.
e An $8,000 deduction for the father’s overtime pay.?°

The result is a $2,600 increase in their expected federal tax refund.?!

Wanda'’s parents decide to use this extra money to purchase a $2,500 Certificate of
Deposit (CD) for Wanda, allowing her to get a much higher rate of return than she
typically sees in her checking account. They believe, based on their earlier meeting with
the benefits counselor, that Wanda’s involvement in the ABLE program means this CD
account will be excluded and not counted against the SSI $2,000 resource limit. They
also believe that use of this special savings tool will help to reinforce things Wanda has
been learning about in her school’s financial literacy class.

Before they make this move, however, they decide they will set up a Zoom meeting with
the benefits counselor to discuss their planned strategy. Wanda and her parents are
attending this meeting. The benefits counselor explains:

e Even though Wanda has an ABLE account, the special SSI rule that excludes
the ABLE account value up to $100,000 does not apply to other, non-ABLE
assets like a checking account or the proposed CD account.

e The SSI program would treat the proposed CD purchase as a gift to Wanda.
The $2,500 would be considered unearned income to Wanda in the month of
receipt and, if the $2,500 CD continued to exist in the following months, it
would be considered a resource.

e The gift of the CD would result in a loss of at least one month of SSI because
the gift is treated as income to Wanda. If she retains the CD in future months,
she will lose SSI for those months as she would now have more than the SSI
program’s $2,000 resource limit.

e The benefits counselor advises against purchasing the CD and suggests
directly depositing the extra tax refund into Wanda’s ABLE account.

ABLE Tip for Benefits Counselors: It is easy to forget sometimes when we meet with
SSI or SSDI beneficiaries just how many issues they are facing and trying to sort out. In
Wanda’s case, she and her family are dealing with the complexity of SSI and ABLE
account policies. They are also dealing with the school’s special education department
and a summer employment program. And finally, they are dealing with a potential
special housing program placement in the future. Based on one benefits counseling
meeting and a written confirmation of what was discussed, Wanda and her parents will
try to make decisions as new situations unfold.

20 See IRS website, One, Big, Beautiful Bill Act: Tax Deductions for Working Americans and
Seniors. These tax changes are expected to continue through the 2028 tax year.

21 This assumes that this $22,000 in annual income would have been taxed by the IRS at a 12
percent rate.



https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/one-big-beautiful-bill-act-tax-deductions-for-working-americans-and-seniors
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In this scenario, the parents’ offer to purchase a CD might have created a big problem
for Wanda’s SSI. It might have taken several months for the SSI program to discover
Wanda had been over the SSI resource limit during all those months. Luckily, the
parents’ ability to schedule a timely benefits counseling meeting helped them avoid a
bad outcome. Hopefully, many of our readers who provide benefits counseling or a case
management service have a service delivery model that allows for follow-up
communication that is similar to what Wanda and her parents needed.

Conclusion

This case summary has explained how the SSI rules, related to ABLE accounts, will
allow an individual to retain SSI payments while accumulating exempt resources in their
ABLE account. The cases of Mario and Wanda show how the ABLE account and SSI
rules could work together. All too many SSI beneficiaries get into trouble when their
resources exceed $2,000. When these beneficiaries are in a position to save or when
their families can help them save, the ABLE account can be the go-to solution!

As we update publications in this series, we will provide examples of how the ABLE
account can be used with other benefits. We will also show how the ABLE account

might be used differently by people with a range of disabilities, needs, and plans for
work and independence.

Dated: April 2026

By: James R. Sheldon, Esq.
Disability Policy Consultant
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