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ABLE Accounts and Supported Decision-Making: Building a Pathway to Independence, 

Inclusion, and a “Decent Quality of Life” 

By Jonathan G. Martinis and Jason P. Harris1 

Promises Made, Goals Unmet 

Federal law says what millions of people with disabilities already know: they face severe 

disadvantages and barriers to working, saving money, getting an education, and being active 

members of their communities.2 Even though the same laws say that physical and mental 

disabilities “in no way diminish” their right to be full and equal members of society,3  people 

with disabilities “continually encounter various forms of discrimination,” including: 

▪ Outright intentional exclusion; 

▪ Overprotective rules and policies; 

▪ Exclusionary qualification standards and criteria; and  

▪ Lesser services, programs, activities, benefits, jobs, or other opportunities.4 

On July 26, 1990, President George H.W. Bush signed the American with Disabilities 

Act (ADA) saying, “Let the shameful wall of exclusion finally come tumbling down."5 Yet, 

almost 30 years later, millions of people with disabilities still struggle against obstacles that 

                                                           
1This project was supported, in part by grant number HHS-2014-ACL-AIDD-DM-0084, from 

the U.S. Administration for Community Living, Department of Health and Human Services, 

Washington, D.C. 20201. Grantees undertaking projects under government sponsorship are 

encouraged to express freely their findings and conclusions. Points of view or opinions do not, 

therefore, necessarily represent official Administration for Community Living policy. This 

project was also supported by other funding listed at http://bbi.syr.edu. 
2 e.g., 29 U.S.C. § 701(a)(2), 42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(6). 
3 29 U.S.C. § 701(a)(3); 42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(1).  
4 42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(5). 
5 Bush. G. (1990). Remarks of president George H.W. Bush at the signing of the americans with 

disabilities act. Retrieved from: https://www.ada.gov/ghw_bush_ada_remarks.html  

http://bbi.syr.edu/
https://www.ada.gov/ghw_bush_ada_remarks.html


 2 

prevent them from achieving the “equality of opportunity, full participation, independent living, 

and economic self-sufficiency” promised by the ADA,6 including: 

▪ Unemployment. People with disabilities are more than twice as likely to be 

unemployed as those without disabilities;7 

▪ Underemployment. People with disabilities earn approximately $10,000 less per year 

than those without disabilities;8 

▪ Poverty. People with disabilities are more than twice as likely to live in poverty than 

those without disabilities;9 and 

▪ Loss of Rights and Opportunities. People with disabilities are often ordered into 

guardianship and lose their rights to make financial and life decisions.10  

These problems can be even worse for people with disabilities who receive public 

benefits such as Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), Supplemental Security Insurance 

(SSI), Medicare and Medicaid. Due to federal rules limiting how much money they can have, 

people with disabilities are often afraid to work (or work to their full potential) because they 

could lose the health care, financial, food, and housing supports they need.11 As a result, people 

                                                           
6 42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(7). 
7 Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor. (2015). The employment situation – 

April 2015. Retrieved from https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_05082015.pdf E  
8 StatsRRTC. (2014). Annual disability statistics compendium. Retrieved from 

https://disabilitycompendium.org/sites/default/files/user-

uploads/Archives/PreviousDisabilityCompendiumReleases/2014%20Compendium%20Release

.pdf  
9 StatsRRTC, 2014.  
10 Blanck, P. & Martinis, J. (2015). “The right to make choices”: The national resource center for 

supported decision-making. Inclusion, 3(1), 24-33. 
11 Morris, Rodriguez, & Blanck. (2016). ABLE accounts: A down payment on freedom. 

Inclusion 4(1), 21-29. 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_05082015.pdf
https://disabilitycompendium.org/sites/default/files/user-uploads/Archives/PreviousDisabilityCompendiumReleases/2014%20Compendium%20Release.pdf
https://disabilitycompendium.org/sites/default/files/user-uploads/Archives/PreviousDisabilityCompendiumReleases/2014%20Compendium%20Release.pdf
https://disabilitycompendium.org/sites/default/files/user-uploads/Archives/PreviousDisabilityCompendiumReleases/2014%20Compendium%20Release.pdf
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receiving public benefits do not have the same opportunities to earn, save and spend money, 

socialize, or participate in the community as people without disabilities.   

This paper discusses ways people with disabilities may take more control over their 

finances and lives by opening and managing an ABLE Account. In so doing, they may also 

develop the skills and receive the supports they need to achieve the independence, community 

participation, and quality of life promised by the ADA. 

Equal Rights, Equal Expectations, and Self-Determination  

 The ADA was a life-changing event for people with disabilities. Two centuries after the 

Declaration of Independence said that all people are created equal and decades after women and 

people of color were guaranteed equal protection under the law, people with disabilities finally 

had the same legal rights as everyone else. For the first time, over 40,000,000 American citizens 

could expect to take part in “the Nation’s proper goals” including “full participation, independent 

living, and economic self-sufficiency.”12 

 In 1999, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the ADA guarantees people with disabilities 

the right to live, work, and socialize in their communities.13 In the famous Olmstead case, the 

Court said “institutional placement of persons who can handle and benefit from community 

settings” prevents people with disabilities from taking part in “everyday life activities.”14  For 

example, before Olmstead, millions of people with disabilities had to give up their freedom and 

                                                           
12 42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(7). 
13 Olmstead v. L.C., 527 U.S. 581 (1999). 
14 Olmstead, 527 U.S. at 601. 
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live in institutions to receive health care, “while persons without mental disabilities can receive 

the medical services they need without similar sacrifice.”15 

 Put simply, before the ADA and Olmstead, people with disabilities did not have the same 

rights to lead the same type of lives as people without disabilities. Afterward, millions of people 

could choose where they live and work, who they spend time with, and what they do. This 

“Right to Make Choices”16 – which most people without disabilities take for granted – is known 

as self-determination. 

When people are self-determined, they are their own “causal agents:” they make the 

decisions and take actions that shape their lives.17  Decades of studies have shown that people 

with disabilities who are more self-determined are more likely to be employed, independent, 

safer, and participate in community activities.18 In other words, self-determination is a key to 

people with disabilities achieving the “full participation, independent living, and economic self-

sufficiency” promised and protected by the ADA and Olmstead.  

                                                           
15 Olmstead, 527 U.S. at 601.   
16 e.g., Blanck & Martinis, 2015.  
17 Wehmeyer, M. L., Palmer, S. B., Agran, M., Mithaug, D. E., & Martin, J. E. (2000). Promoting 

causal agency: The self-determined learning model of instruction. Exceptional Children, 66(4), 

439-453 
18 e.g., Wehmeyer, M., & Schwartz, M. (1997). Self-determination and positive adult outcomes: 

A follow-up study of youth with mental retardation or learning disabilities. Exceptional 

children, 63(2), 245-255); Shogren, K. A., Wehmeyer, M. L., Palmer, S. B., Rifenbark, G. G., 

& Little, T. D. (2015). Relationships between self-determination and postschool outcomes for 

youth with disabilities. The Journal of Special Education, 48(4), 256-267; Powers, L. E., 

Geenen, S., Powers, J., Pommier-Satya, S., Turner, A., Dalton, L. D., ... & Swank, P. (2012). 

My Life: Effects of a longitudinal, randomized study of self-determination enhancement on the 

transition outcomes of youth in foster care and special education. Children and Youth Services 

Review, 34(11), 2179-2187; Khemka, I., Hickson, L., & Reynolds, G. (2005). Evaluation of a 

decision-making curriculum designed to empower women with mental retardation to resist 

abuse. American Journal on Mental Retardation, 110(3), 193-204. 
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A Sad Irony 

 In the wake of the ADA and Olmstead, more and more people with disabilities began 

looking for and taking part in opportunities to work and participate in their communities.19  

Millions of people with disabilities now use financial and medical support programs like SSDI, 

SSI, Medicare and Medicaid to live independently to the maximum of their capabilities.20  These 

public benefits help people with disabilities receive the medical care and other supports and 

services they need without giving up the “participation in community life they could enjoy.”21  

Unfortunately, many public benefits come with a sad irony: the same services that can 

help people with disabilities live in the community may also prevent them from being full and 

equal members of their communities. People receiving means-tested public benefits like SSI, 

Medicaid, food stamps, and others generally cannot have more than $2,000 in money and other 

resources such as bonds and insurance policies.  Many people misunderstand Social Security 

Administration rules and fear that they could lose the benefits they need to live in the community 

if they go over the “$2,000 cliff.” 22 As a result, far too many people with disabilities do not work 

at all, earn as much as they could, save money,23 or take part in activities the Olmstead Court 

                                                           
19 e.g., Ali, M., Schur, L., Kruse, D., & Blanck, P. (2011). What jobs people with disabilities 

want? The same as anyone else. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 21(2), 199-210; Sc 

hur, L., Kruse, D., & Blanck, P. (2013). People with disabilities. Sidelined or mainstreamed? 

Cambridge, U.K: Cambridge University Press. 
20 e.g., Larson, S.A., Hallas-Muchow, L., Aiken, F., Hewitt, A., Pettingel, S., Anderson, L.L., . . . 

Kardell, Y. (2014). In home and residential long-term supports and services for persons with 

disabilities: Status and trends through 2012. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota, 

Research and Training Center on Community Living, Institute on Community Integration.  
21 Olmstead, 527 U.S. at 601. 
22 For information about Social Security Administration rules, eligibility, and work, see 

www.choosework.ssa.gov  
23 Morris, Rodriguez, & Blanck, 2016. 

http://www.choosework.ssa.gov/
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identified as important parts of community life, including “social contacts . . . economic 

independence, educational advancement, and cultural enrichment.”24  

The ABLE Act: A Pathway to Participation 

In 2014, Congress passed, and President Obama signed, the Achieving a Better Life 

Experience (ABLE) Act. ABLE helps people with disabilities “have a decent quality of life” by 

empowering them to earn, save, and spend money while keeping the public benefits they need.25  

When people with disabilities are eligible for the ABLE program, they may open ABLE 

Accounts. They, or anyone on their behalf, may deposit up to $15,000 per year into their 

Account and continue to receive their benefits. ABLE Accounts grow tax-free and people can 

have up to $500,000 in their Accounts.26  However, if people receive SSI and have more than 

$101,999 in their Accounts, their SSI benefits will be suspended until their balance falls below 

that amount. Even then, they will continue to receive Medicaid benefits as long as they are 

otherwise eligible for Medicaid.27 

People with disabilities are eligible for the ABLE program if their disabilities began 

before they turned 26 and they receive SSI or SSDI.  People whose disabilities began before they 

turned 26, but who do not receive SSI or SSDI, may still be eligible for the ABLE program if 

they meet other criteria established by the Social Security Administration.28  The ABLE National 

                                                           
24 Olmstead, 527 U.S. at 601. 
25 Gleckman, H. (2014). Are tax-free ABLE accounts the right financial solution for people with 

disabilities. Forbes Magazine (December 4, 2014). Retrieved from: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/beltway/2014/12/04/are-tax-free-able-accounts-the-right-

financial-solution-for-people-with-disabilities/#55e64a7773dd  
26 Account limits vary by state. See, www.ablenrc.org for information on state ABLE programs.  
27 ABLE National Resource Center. (n.d.).  Debunking ABLE myths. Retrieved from: 

http://ablenrc.org/about/debunking-able-myths 
28 ABLE National Resource Center. (n.d.).  Debunking ABLE myths. Retrieved from: 

http://ablenrc.org/about/debunking-able-myths 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/beltway/2014/12/04/are-tax-free-able-accounts-the-right-financial-solution-for-people-with-disabilities/#55e64a7773dd
https://www.forbes.com/sites/beltway/2014/12/04/are-tax-free-able-accounts-the-right-financial-solution-for-people-with-disabilities/#55e64a7773dd
http://www.ablenrc.org/
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Resource Center provides information and resources to help people explore whether they are or 

could be eligible for the ABLE program.29  

People may withdraw money from their ABLE Accounts to pay for many “qualified 

disability expenses,” including: 

▪ Housing; 

▪ Medical care and support; 

▪ Employment training and support; 

▪ Transportation; 

▪ Education; 

▪ Community and recreation programs, activities, and experiences; 

▪ Personal support services;  

▪ Assistive technology; 

▪ Health and wellness; 

▪ Financial management and services; 

▪ Funeral and burial expenses; and 

▪ Other “basic living expenses.” 30 

In that way, ABLE Accounts can give people with disabilities a “pathway to 

participation” in their communities by helping them work, take part in community activities, and 

have a higher quality of life.  Consider this scenario: a person who receives SSI and Medicaid 

never worked because she was afraid of losing her benefits. She opens an ABLE Account, gets a 

job that she would not have gotten before, and puts her salary into her Account.  As long as her 

                                                           
29 See, www.ablenrc.org  
30 Morris, Rodriguez, & Blanck., 2016. 

http://www.ablenrc.org/
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countable income does not exceed the limits set by the Social Security Administration, she will 

continue to receive her SSI benefits.31 She then uses some of the money in her ABLE Account to 

pay for transportation, living expenses, and community activities, which she could not have 

afforded before, while continuing to receive the financial and health benefits she needs. She also 

uses money in the Account to pay for job training, which helps her get a promotion and earn 

more money. She continues to put her salary into her Account and withdraws money to have 

more community experiences and get more job training, while continuing to receive public 

benefits.  She may then repeat this cycle, advancing in employment and improving her quality of 

life, with the hope of getting better and higher paying jobs that provide health care and 

retirement benefits.32   

 This is just one example showing the potential impact and uses of an ABLE Account. 

The ABLE National Resource Center provides information and resources that can help people 

with disabilities explore ways to use ABLE accounts, including best practices and real-world 

examples of people who used ABLE Accounts to maximize their opportunities and 

independence.33 

ABLE Accounts and Supported Decision-Making: Developing Self-Determination 

ABLE Accounts also give people with disabilities the opportunity to make their own 

financial and life decisions. A person with an ABLE Account has the legal right and 

responsibility to manage it. Put another way, unless the person is under guardianship, he or she 

                                                           
31 For information about income limits and opportunities to use work incentives to offset income, 

see, www.choosework.ssa.gov. 
32 e.g., Blanck, P. & Martinis, J. (2019, in press). Supported decision-making: From justice for 

Jenny to justice for all. A theory to practice guide.  Silver Spring, MD: American Association 

on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities. 
33 See, www.ablenrc.org  

http://www.choosework.ssa.gov/
http://www.ablenrc.org/
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decides when to deposit and withdraw money from the Account and how to spend it.34 These 

decisions – how much to save, what to spend money on, and what activities to take part in – are 

essential to the “community life” promised and protected by the ADA and Olmstead.35  

When people make these types of life decisions, they have more control over their lives 

and more self-determination.36 When people with disabilities are more self-determined, they are 

more likely to be employed, independent, and active in their communities.37 Therefore, owning 

and managing an ABLE Account can have a positive impact on a person with disabilities’ 

quality of life.   

Parents and professionals may be concerned about a person with disabilities making 

financial and other life decisions. They may believe that the person does not have the knowledge 

or skills to “create and manage a budget, set and manage savings goals, and track 

disbursements”38 without their input and assistance. Others may feel pressure to seek 

guardianship and assume the authority to make all financial and other decisions for the person.39   

However, ABLE Accounts not only give people with disabilities the right to make 

decisions about budgets, deposits, and withdrawals, they also give them the opportunity to seek 

and use the help they need to do so. Therefore, parents and professionals may help people with   

disabilities learn about, make, and carry out informed decisions about their ABLE Accounts – 

                                                           
34 Morris, Rodriguez, & Blanck, 2016. 
35 Olmstead, 527 U.S. at 600-601. 
36 Wehmeyer, et al., 2000.  
37 e.g., Blanck & Martinis, 2015. 
38 Morris, Rodriguez, & Blanck, 2016, p. 27. 
39 e.g., Jameson, J. M., Riesen, T., Polychronis, S., Trader, B., Mizner, S., Martinis, J., & Hoyle, 

D. (2015). Guardianship and the potential of supported decision making with individuals with 

disabilities. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 40(1), 36-51. 
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just like they receive help managing their budgets and lives. Every day, people with and without 

disabilities ask for and receive advice and assistance from friends, family members, and 

professionals to help them make budgeting, saving, spending, and other life decisions. This 

process is known as Supported Decision-Making (SDM).   

While there is no “one-size-fits-all” model of SDM, it generally occurs when people 

work with people they trust, who help them understand the situations and choices they face, so 

they can make their own decisions.40 In that way, SDM mirrors “what happens for most adults 

when they make decisions such as whether to get car repairs, sign legal documents, and consent 

to medical procedures: they seek advice, input, and information from friends, family, or 

professionals who are knowledgeable about those issues, so they can make their own well-

informed choices.”41    

“Many, if not most,” people with disabilities can use SDM42 to: 

▪ Understand the issues and their possible choices; 

▪ Consider their options and choose the ones they want; 

▪ Ensure that their decisions are based on their personal preferences and values; and 

▪ Communicate their decisions to others and advocate for their decisions to be 

honored.43 

                                                           
40 e.g. Blanck & Martinis, 2015.  
41 Quality Trust for Individuals with Disabilities (2014). Supported decision-making: An agenda 

for action.  Retrieved from: http://jennyhatchjusticeproject.org/node/264.  
42 Salzman, L. (2010). Guardianship for persons with mental illness-a legal and appropriate 

alternative. St. Louis UJ Health L. & Pol'y, 4, 279, p. 317. 
43 e.g, Dinerstein, R. (2012). Implementing legal capacity under article 12 of the UN convention 

on the rights of persons with disabilities: The difficult road from guardianship to supported 

decision-making. Human Rights Brief, 19, 8.  

http://jennyhatchjusticeproject.org/node/264
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SDM “retains the individual as the primary decision maker, while recognizing that the 

individual may need some assistance.”44  For that reason, SDM is recognized by people with 

disabilities, families, professionals, and many courts and legislatures as a way to empower 

people to make their own decisions, direct their lives, avoid unnecessary guardianship, and build 

self-determination.45 Consequently, using SDM to manage an ABLE Account can help people 

with disabilities learn and practice the skills they need to achieve “increased life control, 

independence, employment, and community integration.”46 

Using ABLE Accounts and Supported Decision-Making: Strategies for Self-Determination 

As shown, ABLE Accounts offer people with disabilities opportunities to learn and use 

SDM.  However, the actual practice of SDM will be different for each person because everyone 

has different abilities, needs, and interests. Therefore, “the most important thing you can do is 

explore and identify when the person wants support, who the person wants support from, and 

how the person wants to be supported.  Think of it as the Golden Rule of Supported Decision-

Making: Support Others the Way they Want to be Supported.”47 

Consider the person we discussed, above. There are many decisions she must make, 

including:  

▪ Whether, and what type, of ABLE Account to open; 

                                                           
44 Dinerstein, 2012, p. 10. 
45 e.g., Martinis, J. (2015). Supported decision-making: Protection rights, ensuring choices. 

Bifocal, 36(5), 107-110.  
46 Blanck & Martinis, 2015. 
47 Something Else Solutions, LLC & The Missouri Developmental Disabilities Council. (2018). 

Supported decision-making series: Do I HAVE to get guardianship?, pp. 8-9. Retrieved from: 

http://www.moddcouncil.org/?page_id=whatsnewstory&id=68  

http://www.moddcouncil.org/?page_id=whatsnewstory&id=68
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▪ How to manage her work, income, savings, and spending to ensure that she 

continues to receive the SSI and Medicaid benefits she needs; 

▪ How much money she should put into her ABLE Account; 

▪ When and how much she should withdraw from her ABLE Account; 

▪ The job training to take and pay for with her ABLE Account funds; 

▪ How much she should budget each month for living expenses and other 

necessities from her ABLE Account; and 

▪ Whether and what kind of community, recreational, and other experiences she 

should take part in using ABLE Account funds. 

While these decisions involve her ABLE Account, they go far beyond “just” financial 

matters. She must consider and make choices that go to the heart of the independent living 

experience, encompassing “social contacts, work options, economic independence, educational 

advancement, and cultural enrichment.”48 Using SDM, she can work with the friends, family 

members, and professionals in her life to identify and weigh her options, and choose the ones 

that are best for her. At the same time, she will be learning and practicing the skills she needs to 

“(A) make informed choices and decisions; and (B) achieve equality of opportunity, full 

inclusion and integration in society, employment, independent living, and economic and social 

self-sufficiency”49 to the maximum of her capabilities.  

                                                           
48 Olmstead, 527 U.S. at 601. 
49 29 U.S.C. § 701(a)(6). 
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While no two people will use SDM in the exact same way, there are many tools and 

guides that can help people with disabilities explore and identify the life areas and decisions 

where they want support, the people they want support from, and the types of support they want. 

▪ The Missouri Stoplight Tool50 and When do I Want Support?51 can help people 

with disabilities identify the life areas and decisions where they want support; 

▪ The Supported Decision-Making Brainstorming Guide52  can help people with 

disabilities explore and identify the types of support they want to use; 

▪ Supported Decision-Making Teams: Setting the Wheels in Motion53 has practical 

tips and worksheets to help people with disabilities identify areas of support, 

potential supporters, and ways they can work together. 

▪ The National Resource Center for Supported Decision-Making54 provides 

educational materials, resources, and model forms that can help people with 

disabilities, their families, and supporters learn about SDM and create 

                                                           
50 The Missouri Developmental Disabilities Council. (n.d.). Identifying alternatives to 

guardianship. Retrieved from 

https://www.moddcouncil.org/uploaded/Guardianship%20Manual%20Appendix%201.pdf  
51 American Civil Liberties Union. (n.d.). When do I want support? Retrieved from 

https://www.aclu.org/other/when-do-i-want-support  
52 American Civil Liberties Union and Quality Trust for Individuals with Disabilities. (n.d.). 

Brainstorming guide: How are we already using supported decision-making? Retrieved from 

http://supporteddecisionmaking.org/sites/default/files/sdm-brainstorming-guide.pdf  
53 Francisco, S. & Martinis, J. (n.d.). Supported decision-making teams: Setting the wheels in 

motion. Retrieved from http://supporteddecisionmaking.org/sites/default/files/Supported-

Decision-Making-Teams-Setting-the-Wheels-in-Motion.pdf 
54 National Resource Center for Supported Decision-Making, 

www.supporteddecisionmaking.org  

https://www.moddcouncil.org/uploaded/Guardianship%20Manual%20Appendix%201.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/other/when-do-i-want-support
http://supporteddecisionmaking.org/sites/default/files/sdm-brainstorming-guide.pdf
http://supporteddecisionmaking.org/sites/default/files/Supported-Decision-Making-Teams-Setting-the-Wheels-in-Motion.pdf
http://supporteddecisionmaking.org/sites/default/files/Supported-Decision-Making-Teams-Setting-the-Wheels-in-Motion.pdf
http://www.supporteddecisionmaking.org/
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individualized SDM plans, agreements, Powers of Attorney, and Advanced 

Directives.55  

Case Study: The National ABLE Alliance Model 

It is important to remember that there is no “one and only way” to use SDM, for ABLE 

Account decisions or anything else. At its heart, SDM is about sharing information between a 

person with disabilities, his or her supporters, and others as needed to help the person 

understand, consider, and make decisions. This can include: 

▪ People with disabilities sharing information about their financial and other goals 

and needs while a supporter gives them information on state ABLE programs that 

may best suit them; 

▪ People with disabilities completing an ABLE Account application while their 

supporters help them understand the process and consider investment options; 

▪  People with disabilities sharing information about their monthly bills while their 

supporters give them information about how they may use their ABLE Accounts 

to create and balance their monthly budgets; 

▪ People with disabilities sharing information about their work goals while their 

supporters give them information about available job training programs so they 

can make a plan to save and budget money in their ABLE Accounts to pay for the 

ones they want; and 

                                                           
55 http://supporteddecisionmaking.org/content/resource-library  

http://supporteddecisionmaking.org/content/resource-library
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▪ People with disabilities sharing information about community activities they are 

interested in while their supporters give them information on available 

opportunities so they can budget money in their ABLE Accounts to pay for them. 

All of these decisions require 3 things: (1) information from the person with disabilities 

about his or her goals, needs, and interests; (2) information from the person’s supporters about 

his or her options; and (3) information from the person’s ABLE Account about available funds 

and ways to save or allocate the funds needed to achieve the person’s goals and meet his or her 

needs.  The person may then use SDM to consider this information and make decisions.  

While people can use SDM to manage their ABLE Accounts across the country, this case 

study uses the example of the National ABLE Alliance, which is made up of 17 ABLE 

programs,56 to demonstrate how SDM and ABLE Accounts can work together.  Under its model, 

people with disabilities may identify and share information with supporters to help them make 

decisions about saving, budgeting, and spending their ABLE Account funds.  Because the ABLE 

Act allows people to open an ABLE Account from any state program that accepts outside 

residents into its program,57 people do not have to live in an Alliance state to open an ABLE 

Account from an Alliance state.  

The 17 Alliance programs have set up a system where people with disabilities can name 

an “Authorized Individual” to receive information about their Accounts or take certain actions 

regarding their Accounts. The information that an Authorized Individual can receive, and actions 

                                                           
56 The ABLE programs in the Alliance are Alaska, Arkansas, Colorado, the District of Columbia, 

Delaware, Illinois, Iowa, Indiana, Kansas, Minnesota, Montana, Nevada, North Carolina, New 

Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Rhode Island.  See, https://savewithable.com/home.html  
57 ABLE National Resource Center. (n.d.) Shop the state to choose the best ABLE program for 

you. Retrieved from http://www.ablenrc.org/plan_search  

https://savewithable.com/home.html
http://www.ablenrc.org/plan_search
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he or she may take, depend on the “level” of access granted by the person with disabilities. There 

are 4 levels of access a person with disabilities can give: 

▪ Level 1 allows the Authorized Individual to request and receive information about 

the Account and receive duplicate Account statements; 

▪ Level 2 allows the Authorized Individual to have Level 1 access, contribute 

money to the Account, and move Account money among Investment Options; 

▪ Level 3 allows the Authorized Individual to have Level 1 and 2 access and 

withdraw money from the Account; 

▪ Level 4 allows the Authorized Individual to have Level 1, 2, and 3 access, transfer 

Account ownership of the account to a member of the person with a disabilities’ 

family, and close the Account if necessary.58 

The different levels recognize that people with disabilities have different abilities, needs, 

and interests: some may only want minimal support while others want friends, family members, 

and professionals to help them in several ways. By working with their Authorized Individuals 

and choosing their levels of access, people with disabilities can give and get the information they 

need to make decisions about their ABLE Accounts and life activities.  

Consider, again, the person we discussed earlier. She must make decisions about work, 

education, and community activities. She also must budget her ABLE Account funds to make 

sure she can take part in those activities while also having money to pay for her living expenses. 

If she opens her ABLE Account with one of the 17 Alliance programs, she can choose one or 

                                                           
58 e.g.,NC ABLE (n.d.). Agent authorization/power of attorney. Retrieved from 

https://cdn.unite529.com/jcdn/files/UABLE/pdfs/ar-poa.pdf  

https://cdn.unite529.com/jcdn/files/UABLE/pdfs/ar-poa.pdf
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more Authorized Individuals to support her and the way they will provide that support.  For 

example: 

▪ If she gives her supporter Level 1 access, he or she would have access to her 

Account information, including how much money is in the Account. She could 

then work with her supporter to identify activities and programs she is interested 

in and create a budget so she can afford them. The supporter could also monitor 

the Account and work with her so she can reach her financial and life goals.  

▪ If she gives her supporter Level 2 access, he or she will be able to receive 

information about her Account and contribute to it. She could then work with her 

supporter to identify and save toward a specific goal. The supporter would be able 

to help her create and save toward a budget and monitor her progress.  

▪ If she gives her supporter Level 3 access, he or she will be able to receive 

information about the Account, contribute to it, and withdraw from it.  She could 

then work with her supporter to identify programs and activities she is interested 

in. The supporter would be able to help her make a budget and save money 

toward her goals, while monitoring the Account and adding to it as needed. Once 

the necessary funds are available, the supporter could withdraw money and pay 

any necessary fees on her behalf.  

▪  If she gives her supporter Level 4 access, he or she will be able to share and 

receive information and provide support on all budgeting, saving, spending, and 

Account management issues.  The supporter could then help her manage the 

Account, including setting saving and spending goals or limits, monitoring 
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progress, contributing or withdrawing money, and identifying other potential 

supporters and Account managers.  

The National Alliance’s “level system” empowers people with disabilities to customize 

the support they receive to their abilities, needs, and interests. They can then use SDM with their 

chosen supporters, in their chosen ways, to understand, make, and communicate financial and 

life decisions as they work toward their goals for “increased life control, independence, 

employment, and community integration.”59 

Conclusion 

 For people with disabilities, it can be a long and hard road from “lesser services, 

programs, activities, benefits, jobs, or other opportunities”60 to “equality of opportunity, full 

participation, independent living, and economic self-sufficiency.”61 ABLE Accounts, used in 

tandem with SDM, can empower people with disabilities to make their own financial and life 

decisions, earn, save, and spend money while keeping their public benefits, and, at long last, 

achieve the independence, inclusion, and “decent quality of life”62 promised by the ADA and 

Olmstead.  

 

                                                           
59 Blanck & Martinis, 2015. 
60 42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(5). 
61 42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(7). 
62 Gleckman, 2014. 


