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Public Law (P.L.) 104-193 requires that members of the Social Security Advisory Board (the
board) be given an opportunity, either individually or jointly, to include their views in the Social
Security Administration’s (SSA’s) annual report to the president and the Congress on the
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program. We have asked SSA to include in this year’s
annual report the following discussion of SSI with respect to children and how to better foster
employment in adulthood.
I.

Introduction

This statement follows the board’s 2013 discussion of children who receive SSI payments; it is
also a companion to last year’s statement, which examined the work capacity of adults receiving
SSI, as well as programs and proposals designed to encourage employment. The board this year
knits together the two prior discussions by describing employment-related research and programs
designed to serve youth receiving SSI.
The board recognizes that few youth receiving SSI will become self-supporting as adults. 1
Moreover, those who leave the rolls may well return. 2 Still, the benefit of work to each person’s
intellectual, emotional, social and economic health is clear – as is the inherent dignity for each
person in seeking greater independence. 3 In this statement, the board seeks to highlight what has
been learned about who is likely to attempt work and how they might be assisted in doing so.
Title XVI of the Social Security Act has, from its initial passage in 1972, authorized cash
payments to eligible low-income children with disabilities. The House Committee on Ways and
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Means included in its report language that a payment to children with disabilities would help
youth to eventually become “self-supporting” as adults, but it did not elaborate on how to
achieve that goal. 4
II.

Children Who Receive SSI– Key Individual, Family and Program Characteristics

Following its enactment in 1935, Social Security has provided benefits to covered workers who
lost wages because of old age. In 1939, support for dependents of covered workers was added. In
1956 the statute was amended to replace wages lost in the event of disability, defined as the
“inability to engage in any substantial gainful activity [SGA] 5 by reason of any medically
determinable physical or mental impairment which can be expected to result in death or which
has lasted or can be expected to last for a continuous period of not less than twelve months.” 6
When SSI was enacted in 1972, Congress used that same definition of disability for adults. 7
Since the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996, the statute provides, “an individual under the age of [eighteen] shall be considered disabled
for the purposes of this title if that individual has a medically determinable physical or mental
impairment, which results in marked and severe functional limitations, and which can be
expected to result in death or which has lasted or can be expected to last for a continuous period
of not less than [twelve] months.” 8
A. Children Who Receive SSI and Family Income
In December 2017, just under 1.2 million children received SSI payments. 9 Changes in parental
earned or unearned income, the number of eligible and/or ineligible children living in the home,
other living arrangement details and various income exclusions can affect eligibility for SSI and
the payment amount month-to-month. When calculating income and resources for the purpose of
determining the eligibility for and amount of an SSI payment to a child with a disability, SSA
4
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deems any countable income and resources of the child’s parent(s), provided they have not
permanently left the home where the child lives. 10 In 2016, eighty four percent of parents of SSIeligible children living with at least one parent had income insufficient to be subject to the
deeming rules. 11
As with adult recipients of SSI, eligibility for children is limited to those families with low
incomes. Using a sample of SSI recipients from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program
Participation (SIPP) public use data file, researchers found that SSI lifted the incomes of forty
one percent of recipient families above the federal poverty line, cutting the number of ‘poor’
families in the SIPP sample from fifty eight to thirty four percent. 12
B. Common Impairments Among Children Receiving SSI
The most common disability diagnoses are two categories of mental disorders: a) developmental
disorders (including developmental disorders in infants and toddlers, learning disorders and
speech and language impairment) and b) childhood adolescent disorders (impulse control,
oppositional/defiant and attention deficit hyperactivity disorders). 13 These categories account for
thirty nine percent of all children receiving SSI. Autism, intellectual disability and diseases of the
nervous system and sense organs account for another thirty two percent of all cases. 14 See Figure
1.
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C. SSI Eligibility at Age Eighteen
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (P.L. 104-193),
also known as welfare reform, requires redetermination of SSI eligibility at age eighteen. To
continue receiving benefits, the recipient must satisfy the adult definition of disability. Since
children are not expected to work, eligibility determinations for children focus on the ability to
complete day-to-day activities, including going to school.
When children receiving SSI turn eighteen, they receive notices informing them of the
impending redetermination process and their rights. The decision-maker considers the
redetermination using medical evidence from the year prior to the review. If the recipient does
not provide sufficient medical evidence (or contact information of practitioners who can provide
it), a “failure to cooperate” finding is made and benefits are suspended. 15 Initial decisions to
deny SSI eligibility during age-eighteen redeterminations are appealable.
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In 2000, the first year that SSA’s redetermination rules were fully implemented, nearly two
thirds of benefits for children receiving SSI were continued into adulthood; that fraction fell to
slightly over half by 2013. 16 The chart below shows the trends in age-eighteen redeterminations
from 1996 to 2017. It includes the percentage of age-eighteen redeterminations that result in
continuation or termination at the initial and appellate levels. See Figure 2.
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recipient of SSI will be found eligible at age eighteen under the adult standard. According to a
2015 analysis of age-eighteen redeterminations between 1998 and 2008 by Hemmeter and
Stegman Bailey, approximately sixty six percent of all redeterminations resulted in cessation.
Key factors indicating a continuation of SSI eligibility included:
•
•

Length of time on the program; 81.8 percent of children who had received SSI for two
or fewer years before their age-eighteen redetermination were allowed as adults; and
Diagnosis; those with diseases of the nervous system or sensory organs accounted for
9.3 percent of age-eighteen redeterminations during the period but only 3.4 percent of
cessations. Those with intellectual disabilities and other mental disorders combined
accounted for 73.4 percent of redeterminations and 80.0 percent of all cessations for the
ten-year period.

The same analysis examined the circumstances under which individuals who were terminated at
age eighteen were found eligible again within ten years. 17 Findings indicate that children most
likely to return to SSI were those whose impairments were not expected to improve, those who
were on the program for a shorter period of time before cessation and those with schizophrenia
and other psychotic disorders, along with “diseases of the endocrine, nutritional, and metabolic
system; and genitourinary system diseases.” 18
III.

Programs and Supports for Younger Recipients

From the start, Congress intended that those receiving disability benefits under the Social
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or SSI programs who can enter or re-enter the workforce
should do so. 19 SSA must contract or otherwise partner with other entities to provide vocational
rehabilitation or employments supports to SSI recipients.
A. Employment Support Providers
The state vocational rehabilitation (VR) program, administered by the Department of Education
(ED), is the primary source of employment supports for adult SSI recipients. 20 It is a state/federal
program that serves those with the most severe impairments. Those eligible for SSDI benefits or
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SSI based on disability are presumed eligible for VR services. The program typically measures
success by the presence of at least minimum wage earnings (with no full-time requirement) for
work conducted alongside nondisabled peers. VR exists to assist people with significant
disabilities to become employed using employment as a pathway into society, interacting with
people without disabilities, being able to afford access to social events and other markers of full
participation. 21 Few SSI recipients ever earn enough to render them ineligible for payments. 22
Still, SSA engages with VR and other service providers to provide support for those SSI
recipients who are able to gain financial independence.
i.

Vocational Rehabilitation Cost Reimbursement

A federal VR program has existed for a century. Over time it has evolved to a state/federal
program 23 that serves those with the most severe impairments. Those eligible for SSDI benefits
or SSI based on disability are presumed eligible for VR services.
The state/federal VR programs are funded through grants administered by ED. In addition to
their allotted funds, state VR agencies are eligible for reimbursement by SSA for certain costs
the VR agencies incur while serving adult SSDI beneficiaries or SSI recipients who become
employed. Reimbursement occurs when the adult beneficiary/recipient returns to work and
achieves SGA-level earnings for at least nine months. State VR agencies submit claims to SSA
which reimburses them for allowable costs once SSA confirms SGA earnings.
A recent audit found that SSA’s VR cost reimbursement program saves money on services to
SSDI beneficiaries but loses money on services to SSI recipients. 24 Differences in educational
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attainment and work histories between SSDI beneficiaries and SSI recipients may explain these
results. 25
The VR model focuses on a period of intensive services and supports that lead to steady
employment, after which VR services end. The model generally works well for those with static
disabilities. However, the single service period can fail those whose health condition fluctuates
over time. Recipients with episodic changes may require longer-term support in order to ensure
continued attachment to the workforce. 26 Congress created the Ticket to Work (TTW) program
to expand choice for recipients who try to work and to provide greater flexibility in the way
services were provided. 27
ii. Ticket to Work
Until passage of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act in 1999 (P.L. 106170), SSA was required by law to refer all working-age beneficiaries/recipients to state VR
agencies for services. 28 With passage of TTW, Congress repealed automatic referral to VR in
order to give non-VR providers access to beneficiaries/recipients who may be able to work. The
TTW also addresses a key weakness of VR cost reimbursement by encouraging providers to
continue services up to five years beyond the typical VR service period.
The TTW program offers beneficiaries/recipients a voucher that enables them to seek services
from a list of participating providers called employment networks (ENs). ENs must register with
SSA and provide such basic services as resume development and job placement assistance.
Secondary schools and institutions of higher education may participate as ENs. 29 SSA has found
that school-based employment support works particularly well for youth. 30
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iii. Work Incentives Planning and Assistance Projects
The TTW statute also authorized and funded Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA)
projects. These projects help beneficiaries/recipients in navigating SSA’s complex rules related
to work and in planning and preparing for the move to financial independence. Today, WIPA
projects give transition-age youth fourteen to twenty four years of age priority access to their
services and conduct outreach in schools and other settings. WIPAs are local programs staffed by
people trained by SSA to understand and explain complex benefit interactions, even those funded
at the state/local level.
B. Work Provisions Most Applicable to Youth Receiving SSI
In its 2017 report, the board wrote extensively on the SSI work provisions that SSA administers
to support employment among recipients. We focus here on provisions that have particular
relevance to transition-age youth.
i.

Student Earned Income Exclusion

Recipients under age 22 who are attending school may exclude $1,820 per month (up to $7,350
annually) of earned income in 2018 before the $1-for -$2 payment reduction required under the
statute. 31 Few data are collected regarding its use. A two-year SSA analysis found that about
three percent of eligible recipients took advantage of the exclusion. 32
ii.

Section 1619(a) and (b)

Section 1619, subsection a, within Title XVI of the Social Security Act allows SSI recipients to
continue receiving cash payments even after earnings exceed the SGA limit. Recipients remain
eligible for some payment until the $1-for-$2 reduction reduces the SSI payment to $0. A second
provision, 1619(b), preserves Medicaid eligibility for those whose cash payments end because of
earned income but who do not have access to employer-sponsored health insurance coverage.
Under 1619(b), Medicaid coverage continues until annualized earned income exceeds a threshold
amount which represents the sum of the amount that would bring an SSI payment to $0
(including the amount of a state supplement, when applicable) and the state annual per capita
Medicaid expenditure; the 1619(b) threshold is designed to account for the cost of both insurance
and attendant care services that would otherwise be paid for through Medicaid.
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iii.

301 Protection

The Social Security Disability Amendments of 1980 (P.L. 96-265) included a provision that
allows those given an unfavorable age-eighteen redetermination decision, to remain eligible for
SSI if they are in school or participate in a qualifying vocational program (like those provided by
VR or by an EN) at the time of the age-eighteen redetermination (the provision is referred to as
“301 protection”). A recent GAO report found that about 1,200 eighteen- and nineteen-year-old
SSI recipients used 301 protection in 2015. 33
iv.

Plans for Achieving Self-Support and Achieving Better Life Experiences Accounts

Two programs enable SSI recipients to accumulate more assets than the program’s standard asset
limit ($2,000 for individuals, $3,000 for couples):
“Plans for Achieving Self Support” (PASS) enumerate the steps that a recipient may take to
achieve employment and the costs associated with those steps. For example, if a recipient needs
transportation to get to a job, a car purchase can be listed on the PASS. Once SSA’s PASS
application is completed, the agency examines it (along with supporting documentation) to
ensure that the applicant is still SSI-eligible based on disability, that the employment goal listed
on the PASS is feasible and that the steps and costs included are consistent with the employment
goal. After approval, a recipient executing a PASS can save income, including payments from
another benefit program, to use later for education costs, equipment (e.g., a computer),
technology (e.g., screen reading software) and tools (e.g. plumbing or electrical tool sets) to
assist in getting a job in the recipient’s chosen field.
PASS utilization is negligible. 34 Just 635 of the six million recipients under age sixty five had a
PASS; of those, 272 were working in 2016, 363 were not; amounting to just one-hundredth of
one percent at the end of 2017. 35
The second program, established in 2014, is administered by states. “Achieving Better Life
Experiences” (ABLE) accounts resemble 529 college tuition savings plans. Up to $15,000
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annually may be deposited into an SSI recipient’s account. 36 States set the upper bounds of how
much can be saved in total and there are no time limits on the use of the saved funds. An account
total over $100,000 will result in suspension of SSI payments, but not program termination and
loss of Medicaid. Recipients who acquire their disability before age twenty six are eligible to set
up ABLE accounts with their own funds or funds of family and friends. The funds can be used to
cover the cost of education, training, housing and transportation and other disability-related
expenses. In the event of a recipient’s death, the state of residence may file a claim to be repaid
from unspent funds for the Medicaid payments made on behalf of the recipient 37
IV.

The Effect of Services and Supports on Youth Receiving SSI and Young Adult
Employment

Several demonstration and research projects have been undertaken in recent years to assess the
effect of services and supports on the employment of youth and young adults on SSI. In
particular, data analyses using SSA and ED data and two demonstration projects are in
development or have already provided data for conducting program evaluations. While no results
are definitive at this point, it is a positive step that SSA, ED and the Departments of Labor
(DOL) and Health and Human Services are, together and within their own research efforts,
building on the existing evidence base with regard to youth employment.
A. Disability Research Consortium
The focus placed on youth by VR, SSA and other disability programs is relatively new. 38
Evidence on the impact of these interventions on full time employment for those recipients who
are still in school will not emerge for several years. The 2014 Disability Research Consortium
(DRC) 39 study, “Youth with Disabilities at the Crossroads,” 40 reviewed matched data sets
between SSA’s administrative data and ED’s main data set for VR case management (the RSA36
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911) between 2004 and 2011 (before VR agencies were required to serve youth as young as
fourteen years of age.) Researchers examined yearly cohorts of youth in receipt of SSI, SSDI or
both who applied for VR between 2004 and 2006. 41
Findings indicate that forty four percent of youth recipients/beneficiaries studied were working at
case closure, compared to fifty nine percent of non-recipients/beneficiaries. 42 Successful
employment outcomes in the VR program do not require SGA-level earnings. Still, the DRC
analysis examined SSA administrative data to determine which agencies had the highest and
lowest percentages of youth recipients/beneficiaries who had benefits or payments suspended for
at least one month within forty eight months after VR closure. 43 The national average for this
measure was just over fourteen percent.
SSI recipients who receive VR services earn little. In 2017, researchers updated these findings to
include earnings and payment suspense averages for youth VR applicants six years beyond their
initial VR application. 44 Among recipients/beneficiaries, 31.5 percent of SSI recipients, 31.9
percent of SSDI beneficiaries, and 66.0 percent of others served by VR earned more than
$1,200. 45 Continued updates and expansion of these analyses, especially now that VR is required
to serve youth as young as fourteen years of age, would enhance current knowledge. 46
B. Youth Transition Demonstration (YTD)
The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 also authorized SSA to
launch employment-related demonstration projects; YTD was one such effort. The
demonstration was conducted as a random assignment study in six sites nationwide. Individual
YTD sites designed and executed programs of intensive benefit counseling and other
employment-related services to the treatment group, approximately 2,700 youth and young
adults aged fourteen to twenty five. 47
41
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The results of YTD, in 2014, were as follows: two sites saw upticks in treatment group
employment, two sites saw increased earnings for treatment group participants and two sites saw
positive outcomes in education and training participation. 48 It is important to note that at the time
services were delivered, many participants were years away from typical entry into the labor
force. As of this writing, SSA is planning its next longitudinal analysis of project participant
administrative data to measure how YTD affected employment and earnings over the long term.
YTD lessons were applied to ED’s design of the Promoting the Readiness of Minors in SSI
(PROMISE) demonstration which is currently underway and for which SSA is overseeing the
evaluation.
C. Promoting the Readiness of Minors in Supplemental Security Income
PROMISE is a much larger demonstration than YTD. It provides employment-related services
and supports to approximately 6,000 youth SSI recipients entering at age fourteen to sixteen.
Unlike YTD, all of the sites are administered by state/local social service agencies, which enlist a
wide range of service systems and providers to perform key functions for youth and their
families. In some cases, this coordination would not occur without PROMISE interventions.
Using YTD interventions as a starting point, PROMISE is designed to evaluate which services
and supports lead to better educational and employment outcomes. Its short and long-term goals
include improvements in parent financial literacy and overall employment as well as educational
attainment and employment for youth participants. 49 According to the project’s evaluation design
report, each funded project has the following core components:
•

•
•
•
•

Formal state/local agency partnerships between state VR, special education, Medicaid,
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, the workforce development system and
developmental/intellectual disability state agencies,
Case management and service coordination,
Benefits counseling and financial literacy training,
Career and work-based learning and
Parent training. 50

48

Fraker et al, YTD, p. 143,
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/Final_Repot_on_the_Youth_Transition_Demonstration_Evaluation.pdf..
49
Thomas Fraker et al, Promoting Readiness of Minors in SSI (PROMISE) Evaluation Design Report,
June 24, 2014, p. 5,
https://www.ssa.gov/disabilityresearch/documents/PROMISE_Eval%20%20Design%20Report_Final.pdf.
50
Fraker et al, PROMISE, p. 6; 9,
https://www.ssa.gov/disabilityresearch/documents/PROMISE_Eval%20%20Design%20Report_Final.pdf.
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Projects were funded in 2013 in five states and one multi-state consortium. The $211 million
demonstration (not including evaluation costs) was designed to enroll 2,000 youth in each of the
six sites via random assignment. Enrollment targets were largely met and individual PROMISE
sites are reporting positive effects on youth employment and family member earnings. 51 Services
and interventions will cease in September, 2018. Sites have begun to prepare participants for the
end of intensive services by encouraging them to discuss referrals and other needed supports
with site staff. The PROMISE evaluator, Mathematica Policy Research, is expected to release
preliminary findings in late 2018.
PROMISE is intended to determine what factors promote understanding and uptake of available
services and supports, improve financial literacy and improve educational and employment
outcomes. 52 No formal evaluation has yet been released. An early finding suggests that intensive
benefit counseling (averaging five hours in length), designed to educate youth receiving SSI
about the impact their potential earnings would have on eligibility for all the programs and
services they receive, may lead to improved understanding of rules and interactions between
programs. 53
D. SSI Youth Recipient and Employment Transition Formative Research
The Office of Disability Employment Policy within DOL is forming a community of practice
around SSI youth and employment. It has already begun to report findings pertaining to
outstanding research questions to be answered for this population, as well as intervention models
and strategies that could be tested in future research. Running concurrent to the PROMISE
initiative, this project’s three deliverables are anticipated before the end of Fiscal Year 2018. 54
V.

Conclusions and Considerations Moving Forward

Employment, especially low-wage employment, can be risky for those who need access to health
care through Medicaid and other supports in order to survive. 55 More could be done to educate
51
Wisconsin, Maryland and the Aspire consortium respectively, “PROMISE project” homepages, accessed on April
13, 2018, https://promisewi.com/, https://mdtransitions.org/, http://aspirewest.org/.
52
Fraker et al, PROMISE, p. 9,
https://www.ssa.gov/disabilityresearch/documents/PROMISE_Eval%20%20Design%20Report_Final.pdf.
53
Ellie Hartman, Presentation at Mathematica Policy Research: Supplemental Security Income Youth Formative
Research Project, Topical Webinar #1:Benefits Counseling as a Tool to Improve Employment Outcomes for Youth
who Receive SSI, January 17, 2018, Slide 42, https://www.mathematica-mpr.com/our-publications-andfindings/projects/initiatives-to-improve-adult-outcomes-and-employment-opportunities-for-young-recipients-of-ssi.
54
Department of Labor Office of Disability Employment Policy, “Research” homepage “SSI Youth Recipient and
Employment Transition Formative Research”, accessed June 20, 2018,
https://www.dol.gov/odep/topics/Research.htm.
55
Manasi Deshpande, Does Welfare Inhibit Success? The Long-Term Effects of Removing Low-Income Youth from
Disability Insurance, December, 2014, p.2, http://economics.mit.edu/files/10156.
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families about the benefits and possibilities of employment for their children with disabilities as
well as the statutory protections that exist to mitigate the risk of earnings on SSI and Medicaid
eligibility. Education efforts should take into account the concerns raised at the prospect of
losing life-sustaining access to SSI and Medicaid.
It is clear from the research conducted thus far that many youth receiving SSI are not adequately
prepared to engage in sustained employment as they transition from school and enter adulthood.
SSA’s and other agencies’ research indicates that school-based interventions, work-based
learning experiences, school or community-based service integration, as well as interventions
that involve family/parent engagement may support better outcomes.
The board anticipates that the PROMISE demonstration results will be the next step in
identifying the factors that promote understanding and uptake of available services and improve
educational and employment outcomes. In fact, the advocacy community has already pointed
out to SSA that it should wait until PROMISE results are available before fielding another youth
demonstration. 56 SSA's review of PROMISE findings, along with other youth transition
research, will then guide whether further research (supported by a request to Congress to further
extend its demonstration authority) is needed and the focus of that research.
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