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Webinar: Using Work Incentives to Build Financial Security Questions and Answers

Question: I have a beneficiary who is deaf in one ear and very limited hearing in another. He recently started work. Once the beneficiary reaches SGA level work, if he purchases the hearing aid & batteries, can the cost be considered as an IRWE? He will pay for them and they are necessary to be able to work. He currently using a "loaner" hearing aid but will need to purchase his own in the near future.

Answer: Yes, hearing aids and hearing aid batteries may/should count as Impairment Related Work Expenses. The cost of the hearing aids can be divided over multiple months.  Make sure you keep receipts for submission to SSA and copy before you send into SSA for your records. Additionally, if the individual takes out a loan for the hearing aids – say from a State Assistive Technology Loan Fund – the installment payments may/should count as an IRWE. For more technical information on IRWE’s and how bigger expenses can be divided over multiple months, https://secure.ssa.gov/poms.nsf/lnx/0410520030.  You also may be able to utilize the IRS Tax Codes for these expenses too, http://www.irs.gov/publications/p907/ar02.html.


Question: Am I correct that IRWE's do not count in the Trial Work Period?	

Answer: You are correct. SSA does not apply work incentives during the Trial Work Period because during this time, an individual can earn ANY amount of money and maintain their cash benefit. However, I would encourage individuals to track their spending during the Trial Work Period so that they can start to identify IRWE’s once the Trial Work Period is completed.


Question: Can you provide a link to request a "BPQY" from SSA?

Answer: Attached to the webinar archive is a guide to requesting and understanding the BPQY. This guide can also be downloaded from SSA, www.ssa.gov/disabilityresearch/documents/BPQY_Handbook_Version 5.2_7.19.2012.pdf.

Question: You mentioned that folks who have SSDI have a 60-month grace period after they get on the roles of SSDI.  Does this 60-month grace period apply to folks who have SSDI, have not tried to work, but want to try.  Would they be eligible for the grace period? 

Answer: Although the Trial Work Period is a bit of a grace period, the Trial Work Period and the Grace Period are two different SSA terms.

Individuals on SSDI (with very few exceptions) get a Trial Work Period - Nine months over a rolling 60-month period during which individuals can earn any amount of money and still receive their full SSDI check. It counts as one of the nine months when an individual earns $750 or more. The Trial Work Period can be hard to nail down because it doesn't have a noticeable start and end date. Most often SSA looks back in time to see if they can capture 9 months within a 60-month period that the individual has earned the Trial Work Period amount ($750 or more in 2013 but the amount is not always the same year to year). You have to be careful not to assume that someone has nine months left in his or her Trial Work Period. Just because it’s the first time you are working with someone, it may not be the first time they are working. To see how many, if any, Trial Work Period months someone has used, you should request a Benefits Planning Query (BPQY) from SSA. The BPQY will tell you how many and when Trial Work Months were used. You should double check SSA’s record by going through the individual’s work experience and earnings with the individual, as best you can.

As a reminder, the Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE) is the 36 months immediately following the 9th Trial Work Period month. Even if the individual is not working, the clock is still ticking. During the EPE, months an individual works over SGA they are not entitled to their cash benefit (unless they use work incentives to bring the countable earnings below SGA, like an Impairment Related Work Expense), and months an individual works and earns under SGA they are entitled to their full cash benefit.

The Grace Period is the 3-month period that starts with the Cessation month. The Cessation month is the point in time when SSA decides, "this person is able to work at SGA and they are going to cease to receive their benefits". Once SSA determines a cessation month, the individual will receive benefits that month and the next two calendar months (whether they have earnings or not). That three-month period (cessation month plus two months) is the Grace Period. 

More information (rather technical information) on the EPE and the Grace period is available here, https://secure.ssa.gov/poms.nsf/lnx/0413010210.

As for the individual mentioned in the question, the question would be whether or not he has used up any of his Trial Work Period Months. The monthly amount has changed every year since 2000. I would contact SSA and request his BPQY. By this I mean, I would call SSA at 1-800-772-1213, with the individual (you will need the Representative Payee if he has one) and ask for the BPQY to be sent to the individual and have him bring it in to you for support in reviewing the document. Attached to the webinar archive is a guide to requesting and understanding the BPQY. Within that document there are directions for requesting the BPQY using SSA forms. You can choose to do this but should know that your organization may be charged for a BPQY; the individual cannot be charged.

Gentle reminder: The Trial Work Period, the Extended Period of Eligibility, and the Grace Period only apply to SSDI. SSI rules are completely different.


Question: Will SSA give you notice of when the subsidies end?
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Answer: SSA will not likely advise you that they are no longer applying a subsidy to your wages. Typically a subsidy ends when SSA does not receive information along with paystubs to explain what the subsidy is and why it is necessary. If a person wants SSA to continue to apply the subsidy it is suggested that documentation be submitted quarterly along with paystubs submitted each month. To clarify, we recommend that paystubs be provided to SSA monthly, and that once a quarter, include (with the paystubs) documentation of the subsidy. Whenever possible, bring this information to the local Social Security office and get a receipt. Always make sure you make copies of everything you provide to SSA. If mailed, you should receive copies of what you provided and a receipt back from SSA. Again, make sure you copy everything you submit.


Comment: NABWIS – The National Association of Benefits & Work Incentives Specialists - can assist with finding certified Work Incentive Coordinators in your area - www.nabwis.org.
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