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Abstract.

BACKGROUND: The Stephen Beck Jr. Achieving a Better Life Experience Act of 2014 (ABLE Act) authorized state-
administered tax-preferred savings programs for individuals with a disability called ABLE accounts.

OBJECTIVE: Examine ABLE account participation rates and amounts held by Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
recipients who are eligible for ABLE accounts and use the findings to identify methods to improve ABLE account participation.
METHODS: Descriptive analysis using Social Security program data on the population of SSI recipients eligible for ABLE
accounts to quantify: the prevalence of ABLE account use; participation rates among those eligible for ABLE accounts by
demographic and socio-economic characteristics, state of residence, and state-level tax incentives; and amounts accumulated
in ABLE accounts.

RESULTS: As of December 2021, 36,610 SSI recipients owned ABLE accounts with a median value of $3,222, and the
participation rate is 1.1 percent among SSI recipients whose disability occurred before age 26. We document substantial
differences in participation rates by demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, across states, and by the availability of
state-level tax incentives.

CONCLUSION: ABLE account use among SSI recipients is relatively low. Differences in participation rates indicate that
evidence-based methods to increase participation can improve savings and economic well-being.

Keywords: Disability, public policy, social security, medicaid, asset building, health care, rehabilitation

1. Introduction

Americans with disabilities are more likely to be
poor or near poor than those without a disability
(Brucker et al., 2015; Paul et al., 2020). While the
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program and
Medicaid provide important sources of income and
healthcare for people with disabilities, the benefits
and eligibility rules can discourage the work activ-

* Address for correspondence: Robert Weathers, Social Secu-
rity Administration, 7-U-32-C Altmeyer Building, 6401 Security
Blvd., Woodlawn, MD, 21235, USA. E-mail: Robert. Weathers @
$82.g0V.

ity and savings needed to achieve economic mobility
(Hubbard et al., 1995; Powers, 1998; Stapleton et al.,
2006; Duggan et al., 2015). For example, the SSI pro-
gram uses income and resource limits to determine
eligibility, and the resource limits (including financial
assets) of $2,000 for individuals and $3,000 for cou-
ples have not changed in over 30 years. Assets above
these levels will generally lead to the loss of SSI eli-
gibility and may affect access to Medicaid, which can
be a disincentive to accumulating savings.

We examine the use of programs to promote sav-
ings among people with disabilities that are specified
in the Stephen Beck Jr. Achieving a Better Life Expe-
rience Act of 2014 (ABLE Act). The ABLE Act
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authorized state-administered tax-preferred savings
programs, similar to 529 plans available for col-
lege savings, for individuals with a disability called
ABLE accounts. The law specified two purposes
of ABLE accounts. One is to encourage individu-
als and families to set aside funds that individuals
with a disability may use to maintain their health,
independence, and quality of life. The other is for
the accounts to be a secure source of funding for
disability-related expenses such that the funds sup-
plement, and not replace, benefits provided through
other sources including private insurance, Medicaid,
and the SSI program.

The ABLE Act includes provisions that allow an
individual with a disability, as well as family mem-
bers and friends, to make large contributions to the
individual’s ABLE account that do not count against
SSI eligibility. SSI is a means-tested program that
provides monthly cash payments, and, in most states,
it also provides eligibility for Medicaid to people
with a disability or blindness, or who are 65 and
older.! To be eligible for SSI, one must also have
limited income and resources. Individuals whose dis-
ability began before age 26 may accumulate up to
$100,000 in ABLE accounts that do not count toward
the SSI resource limits of $2,000 for individuals and
$3,000 for (:ouples.2 Thus, ABLE accounts allow
SSI recipients to save financial resources to use later
for qualified disability expenses while maintaining
eligibility for SSI monthly payments and Medicaid.
Qualified disability expenses are defined broadly to
include basic living expenses and are not limited to
items for which there is a medical necessity, or which
solely benefit a person with a disability.

ABLE account holders may qualify for tax breaks
at both the federal and the state levels. While contri-
butions to an ABLE account are not tax deductible
for federal income tax purposes, the earnings from
the account are not taxed if distributions are used
for qualified expenses. Since tax year 2018, indi-
viduals may potentially receive a non-refundable
federal tax credit, called the Saver’s Credit, of up

IThirty-five states and the District of Columbia provide Medi-
caid eligibility to people eligible for SSI payments, another seven
states and the Northern Mariana Islands use the same eligibility
criteria as in SSI, and nine states use their own eligibility rules for
Medicaid, which are different from the SSI rules.

2The $100,000 limit is only for SSI; amounts can be higher than
$100,000 and not affect Medicaid eligibility or eligibility to other
means-tested programs. Beginning in tax year 2026, individuals
whose disability began before age 46 will be eligible for ABLE
accounts.

to $1,000 (or $2,000 if married filing jointly).?
Those eligible for an ABLE account may rollover
funds from Section 529 qualified tuition plans into
an ABLE account without incurring penalties. As
of December 2021, 21 states offer state-level tax
incentives.

Our examination of ABLE accounts focuses on SSI
recipients and relies on Social Security Administra-
tion (SSA) program data. We find that 58,110 SSI
recipients owned an ABLE account since they were
first available in 2016 through December 2021. As
of December 2021, 36,610 SSI recipients receiving
SSI cash payments (in current pay status) held ABLE
accounts with a median value of $3,222. The median
amount for an additional 5,630 individuals, whose
income is sufficiently high to have become ineligi-
ble for an SSI payment, is higher at $5,280. We show
that the participation rate for SSI recipients in current
pay status who are eligible for ABLE Accounts is
1.1 percent, and that there are substantial differences
by demographic and socioeconomic characteristics,
across states, and by the availability of state-level tax
incentives.

We use the results of our analysis, as well as find-
ings from other research, to assess potential strategies
for increasing ABLE account use among SSI recip-
ients, while acknowledging that a limiting factor
preventing some SSI recipients from ABLE partic-
ipation is not having sufficient funds to set aside in
a savings account. The strategies include developing
more effective outreach materials, changing the finan-
cial incentives to contribute to ABLE accounts, and
implementing program simplification and technical
assistance.

The paper is organized as follows: We provide
background information about the SSI program, sum-
marize the rules for establishing ABLE accounts
and provide additional summary information on the
ABLE account programs. Next, we describe the data
and analytical methods, and summarize the results for
this study. Finally, we describe the implications of our
findings for research on improving ABLE account
participation rates.

1.1. The SSI program

The SSI program provides monthly payments to
adults and children with a disability, or who are blind,

3 ABLE account provisions related to the Saver’s Credit are set
to expire after 2026.
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and who have limited income and resources.* For
adults, a disability is defined as “the inability to do
any substantial gainful activity by reason of any med-
ically 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 continu-
ous period of not less than 12 months.” Substantial
gainful activity (SGA) refers to a person’s capacity
to work and is generally determined by a person’s
ability to earn above a specified monthly amount
that in 2021 is $1,310 for the non-blind and $2,190
for the blind. These earnings amounts are indexed
each year by the national average wage index.’> A
different disability definition is used for children. A
child must have “a medically determinable physical
or mental impairment or combination of impairments
that causes marked and severe functional limitations,
and that can be expected to cause death or that has
lasted or can be expected to last for a continuous
period of not less than 12 months.” In 2019 about 53
percent of SSI applicants under age 18 with a med-
ical decision met the disability standard and about
45.7 percent of SSI applicants ages 18-64 met the
disability standard (Social Security Administration,
2021b).

The SSI limits for “countable resources” are
$2,000 for individuals and $3,000 for couples. These
amounts are not indexed and have not changed since
1989. Resources are items that one owns such as
cash, bank accounts, stocks, land, life insurance, vehi-
cles, and personal property. Sometimes, resources
that belong to a spouse, parent, or other people are
deemed to be counted as a resource for the person
who applies for or is receiving SSI. Some resources
are not counted when determining eligibility. In addi-
tion to ABLE accounts with amounts less than or
equal to $100,000, some of the other resources not
counted include: the home one lives in and the land
it is on; one vehicle, regardless of value, if used for
transportation; household goods and personal effects;
life insurance policies with a combined face value of
$1,500 or less; burial spaces for self or immediate
family; burial funds for self or spouse, each valued
at $1,500 or less; property used by self or spouse
in a trade or business, or on a job if working for
someone else; special needs trusts; Individual Devel-

4SSI also provides monthly payments to people ages 65 and
older with income or resources below specific limits, regardless of
whether they have a disability.

SFor more information on the national average wage index,
see: National Average Wage Index (ssa.gov).

opment Accounts (IDAs); and if disabled or blind,
money or property set aside under a Plan to Achieve
Self-Support (PASS).0

The amount of a person’s countable income is
used to determine the SSI payment amount. The
SSI payment amount is also determined by the Fed-
eral Benefit Rate (FBR), which in 2021 are monthly
amounts of $794 for individuals and $1,191 for
couples. The FBR is indexed each year by the Con-
sumer Price Index for Wage Earners and Clerical
Workers (CPI-W). Some states offer additional pay-
ment amounts called state supplements. The types
of income that are used to determine SSI countable
income include: unearned income, earned income,
in-kind income, and deemed income. Some types
of earned and unearned income are not counted. A
$20 income exclusion is subtracted from unearned
income sources that are countable to determine
the amount of countable unearned income. Count-
able earned income is determined by subtracting
from earned income a $65 earned income exclu-
sion amount plus any remainder of the $20 unearned
income exclusion amount, and then counting only
$0.50 for each $1 from the remaining amount. The
SSI payment amount is computed as the applicable
Federal Benefit Rate minus the total amount of count-
able income from each source, and then added to any
applicable state supplement amount.

The SSI program includes several special provi-
sions called work incentives that are designed to
support SSI recipients who want to work.” Among
them, one is noteworthy for our analysis. Section
1619(b) of the Social Security Act allows an individ-
ual to maintain Medicaid eligibility when earnings
are high enough to preclude any SSI payment but are
not sufficient to provide a reasonable equivalent of
the SSI, social services, and Medicaid benefits that the
individual would have in the absence of earnings, and
whose ability to continue working would be seriously
inhibited by the loss of social services and Medi-
caid benefits. Individuals who are in 1619(b) status
are not counted as “in current pay” because they are
not receiving an SSI payment, but they maintain an
attachment to the SSI program, and they regain pay-
ments in months when earnings fall to a point where
countable income is below the FBR.

SFor a comprehensive list of resources that are not counted, see
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/text-resources-ussi.htm.

7The SSI work incentives are described in more detail in the
Social Security Administration (2020a) Red Book.
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SSI recipients who receive income or obtain
resources that preclude an SSI payment, or who med-
ically recover from their disabling health condition,
are no longer considered to be SSI recipients “in
current pay.” Those classified as “in non-pay sta-
tus” due to excess income are people who qualify
for the 1619(b) provisions or whose other income
exceeds the income limits. Those classified as “in
non-pay status” due to excess resources are those
whose resources exceed the resource limits. There
are a variety of other reasons a person may be classi-
fied “in non-pay status,” which we refer to as “other.”
For those in non-pay status, SSI payments to the
recipient are reinstated beginning the first month
that SSA determines the person meets all require-
ments for eligibility within a 12 consecutive month
period. If the nonpayment status has continued for
12 consecutive months, the record will be terminated
unless an appeal is pending, or an appeal decision has
recently been made. Once a final unfavorable deci-
sion is made on a person’s eligibility status, they have
their SSI eligibility terminated and are classified as
“terminated”.

1.2. ABLE accounts

ABLE accounts are designed to help people with
disabilities and their families save and pay for
disability-related expenses. An ABLE account holder
may choose among different investment options
that provide different rates of return.® Distributions,
including earnings, are tax-free to the designated
beneficiary if used to pay for qualified disability
expenses. Qualified disability expenses are expenses
that relate to the blindness or disability of the desig-
nated beneficiary of the ABLE account and are for the
benefit of maintaining or improving his or her health,
independence, or quality of life. Qualified disability
expenses include basic living expenses and are not
limited to items for which there is a medical necessity,
or which solely benefit an individual with a disabil-
ity. Such expenses include but are not limited to:
the beneficiary’s education; housing; transportation;
employment training and support; assistive technol-
ogy and related services; personal support services;
health, prevention, and wellness; financial manage-
ment and administrative services; legal fees; expenses

8This is likely one of the more challenging decisions that SSI
beneficiaries have to make when opening these accounts, as there
are often many investment options depending on the State ABLE
account program.

for oversight and monitoring; and funeral and burial
expenses.

ABLE accounts mitigate some of the barriers for
people with disabilities to save. SSI recipients may
have up to $100,000 in an ABLE account without
it counting as a resource to determine SSI eligibil-
ity. It may also preserve their Medicaid eligibility, as
ABLE account amounts never count as a resource for
Medicaid and other means-tested programs even if
the amounts are above $100,000. Prior to the ABLE
Act, people with financial resources risked having to
forfeit eligibility for government programs like SSI
and Medicaid unless their family could set up a spe-
cial needs trust which can be costly to create and
administer, or a PASS plan.? Special needs trusts have
some advantages such as no limit on the amount of
funds that can be gifted to the trust; however, income
generated by the trust not paid to the trust benefi-
ciary could be subject to high tax rates.'® Income
earned on ABLE accounts is not taxed and distri-
butions are not taxed if spent on qualified disability
expenses, which include a broad range of expenses.
ABLE accounts are easier to create, and the individ-
ual can access funds directly, unlike a trust where
trustee approval is needed.

ABLE accounts are available for all qualified
United States citizens and legal residents. To be eli-
gible for an account, the account owner must have
a disability that began before age 26. The require-
ments for proving the disability began before age 26
vary by state. Proof could be receiving Social Security
Disability Insurance (DI) or SSI based on disability
or blindness and the established onset date is before
age 26.!1 For some State plans, one can self-certify
their disability or have a physician complete a form
certifying that the disability began before age 26.

A qualified individual can have only one account
at a time. The eligible person with a disability is the
owner of the account; however, an authorized legal
representative can set up an account for a beneficiary.

9PASS plans are rarely used within the SSI program. Only 401
SSI recipients had a PASS plan in December 2020, and only 821
SSIrecipients had a PASS plan in December 2015 (the year before
ABLE accounts began).

10We note that there are strict rules when it comes to the distri-
bution of assets from special needs trusts. For example, funds can’t
be spent on things like food or shelter, which an ABLE account
can cover.

1Social Security Disability Insurance benefits and Medicare
benefits are also important sources of income and health care, but
the programs have different rules and are not subject to resource
limits. Unlike the SSI program, SSA does not need information on
ABLE accounts to administer the DI program.
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The beneficiary and others can contribute money to
the account up to the $15,000 annual 2021 contri-
bution limit; and up to a maximum account value
ranging from $250,000 to $550,000 over the life of
the account depending upon the state program.!? The
annual contribution limit is tied to the federal gift tax
exclusion. A qualified individual who works can con-
tribute funds from their earnings in addition to the
$15,000 annual contribution limit. A qualified indi-
vidual who works can contribute any amount of their
current tax year’s compensation up to a maximum
amount that is equal to the poverty line for a one-
person household. For 2021, the maximum amount
is $12,760 for residents of the 48 contiguous states;
$15,950 for Alaska; or $14,680 for Hawaii. However,
individuals who work are not eligible to make such
additional contributions if they or their employers
contributed to: (1) a 401(a) defined contribution plan
or 403(a) annuity contract; (2) a 403(b) annuity con-
tract; or (3) a 457(b) eligible deferred compensation
plan.

There are two situations where qualified individ-
uals may rollover funds from other accounts: (1) all
or some funds from one ABLE account can be dis-
tributed, or rolled over, to another ABLE account of
the original beneficiary’s family, and (2) a limited
amount from a qualified tuition plan (also called a
529 plan) can be rolled over into an ABLE account.
Amounts rolled over from a qualified tuition plan
count toward the $15,000 annual contribution limit
that applies to the ABLE account.

As of December 2021, 46 states and the District
of Columbia have implemented ABLE account pro-
grams. Four states do not have their own ABLE
account programs: Idaho, North Dakota, South
Dakota, and Wisconsin. Residents of these four states
may enroll in ABLE account programs administered
by other States whose rules permit non-residents to
participate. !

For some people with a disability, there are addi-
tional financial incentives to participate in ABLE
accounts. Those with low to moderate incomes

2The maximum amount allowed ranges from a low of
$250,000 in Mississippi to a high of $550,000 in Virginia.

13Additional summary information on state-run ABLE
accounts, including the year that the state initiated an ABLE
account program, whether the state allows non-residents to par-
ticipate, and whether there are state-level tax incentives for
participation is available at Home - ABLE National Resource Cen-
ter (ablenrc.org). Individuals must reside in the 50 states, DC, or
the Northern Mariana Islands to be eligible for SSI. We exclude
residents of the Northern Mariana Islands from our analyses.

are eligible for a non-refundable federal tax credit
referred to as the Saver’s Credit.'* The Saver’s Credit
varies by adjusted gross income (AGI), and those
in the lowest income bracket may receive a credit
equal to 50% of their ABLE contribution. The rate
declines for those with higher AGI, and in 2021 it
is phased out completely for married filers with AGI
above $66,000, head of household filers with AGI
above $49,500, and all other filers with AGI above
$33,000. In addition, 21 States include state-level
tax incentives for participation as of December 2021.
In October 2021, Nevada allocated $5,000,000 to a
newly established grant program in the state called
Transforming Opportunities for Toddlers and Stu-
dents (TOTS) designed to increase ABLE account
participation by providing generous “seed money.”
Those eligible for a TOTS grant can receive $5,0000
for their ABLE account, where eligibility includes
being a resident of Nevada, under the age of 18,
have a disability that qualifies for ABLE accounts,
and have been negatively impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic.

Another innovative feature of ABLE accounts is
that other individuals can contribute to another indi-
vidual’s account. Some States’ plans provide an
online gifting option for an ABLE account, where
a beneficiary may set a financial goal and ask friends
and family to contribute towards their goal. Anyone
with the link to the beneficiary’s gifting web page can
contribute online to the account until the goal is met.
For some states with an income tax, the individual’s
contributions could be eligible for a state income tax
deduction or a state income tax credit.

When ABLE account funds exceed $100,000, and
the excess ABLE funds plus other resources exceed
the SSI resource limits, SSI payments will be sus-
pended until resources are at or below the limit.
Although the IRS considers housing to be a qualified
expense for ABLE accounts, the ABLE Act spec-
ifies an exception that ABLE account distributions
for housing cannot be disregarded when determin-
ing eligibility for SSI. Under normal SSI rules, the
amount of resources counted toward the limits is the
amount as of the first moment of each calendar month.
Therefore, a distribution for housing expenses would
not be counted only if the distribution was received
and spent during the same month.

Upon a beneficiary’s death, any ABLE account
funds that remain after paying outstanding quali-

14 ABLE account provisions related to the Saver’s Credit are
set to expire after 2026.
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fied disability expenses and funeral expenses could
be required to pay back Medicaid for all Medicaid
benefits received. This would reduce the remaining
amount available to be distributed to the account
holder’s legal beneficiaries. However, some states are
not applying this payment. For example, effective
November 13, 2020, Nebraska will not file a claim
against an estate to pay back Medicaid.

2. Method

We use data from SSA’s Modernized SSI Claim
System (MSSICS) to identify SSIrecipients who own
an ABLE account. For over 88 percent of the ABLE
accounts recorded in MSSICS, SSA obtains the data
directly from States via a monthly data exchange
and automatically stores the data in MSSICS. SSA
employees obtain data directly from an SSI applicant
or recipient for a little under 12 percent of ABLE
accounts recorded in MSSICS.!> The data is consid-
ered pending until an SSA employee makes an SSI
eligibility determination, either at the initial award
or during an SSI redetermination, at which point it
is classified as cleared. For both cleared and pend-
ing cases, MSSICS includes the date the account
was opened, the date it was closed, and the state
where the ABLE account is administered. It also
includes data on the excluded amount held within the
ABLE account, defined as the amount that does not
count against the SSI resource limits. In our anal-
ysis, we include both cleared and pending cases,
and we use the excluded amount held in the ABLE
account.

We merge the MISSICS data on ABLE accounts
with data from the Supplemental Security Record
(SSR) to identify SSI recipients in different pay-
ment status categories as of December 2021. The SSR
maintains data on the date of birth, date of disability
onset, the primary diagnosis identified for SSI eligi-
bility, current payment status, the monthly payment
amount, the state of residence, and other data needed
to administer the SSI program. We also merge in data
from the SSA Numident file which contains data on
sex, race, and ethnicity that is collected on a voluntary
basis as part of the process of issuing social security

15We examined the extent to which the percentage of ABLE
accounts reported through a State Data Exchange differs across
states, and found relatively low percentages in Virginia (7 percent),
Texas (52 percent), and California (46 percent). For Virginia, the
low rate was associated with a technical problem with the data
exchange that is being resolved.

number cards.'® We obtain additional data on race
and ethnicity from the Race and Ethnicity Collection
System (RECS).!”

For our descriptive analysis, we document the
number of SSI recipients with an ABLE account by
year. We construct participation rates by restricting
the population to SSI recipients who are either in cur-
rent pay status or who are in non-payment status due
to excess income as of December 2021 and with an
age of disability onset that is used for determining SSI
program eligibility that is under 26 years old. This is
generally consistent with the age requirements for
ABLE account eligibility, and almost 90 percent of
SSI recipients with an ABLE account have an age of
onset that is under age 26.'% The participation rate
is computed as the number of SSI recipients with
an ABLE account in our ABLE eligible population
divided by the total number of SSI recipients in our
ABLE eligible population. We estimate participation
rates within subgroups of the SSI recipients in our
ABLE eligible population using the same formula
for each defined sub-population.

We examine the association between state-level
income tax incentives and ABLE account partic-
ipation rates by examining differences in ABLE
account participation rates and the distribution of
amounts held within ABLE accounts as of Decem-
ber 2021. To do so, we compute the participation
rates for SSI recipients who reside in a state with
state income tax incentives and for SSI recipients
who reside in states without such incentives. We
also examine whether there is an association between
state tax incentives and the distribution of amounts
held in ABLE accounts. We compare differences
in the average (mean) amounts held within ABLE
accounts between individuals residing in states with
state-level ABLE account tax incentives and those
residing in states without such incentives, and we
also compare differences by decile in the ABLE
account amounts distribution. We interpret the dif-
ference as purely correlational and we emphasize the

16The data collected by SSA is voluntary and self-reported. It
is missing in almost 50 percent of cases within our data. We do not
have information on the reliability of the self-reported data. While
the data is the best available in SSA’s administrative records, it
should be interpreted with caution based on these two caveats.

17A data appendix is available from the corresponding author
upon request.

18Individuals may have disabilities that began before age 26
but which, for SSI eligibility purposes, were not identified in the
record for unknown reasons.
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need for additional studies to identify whether there
is a causal relationship and the relative importance
of the mechanism (e.g., financial incentive versus
informational).

‘We build on our descriptive statistics using logistic
regression models where our dependent variable is set
equal to 1 if the person has an open ABLE account as
of December 2021 and 0 otherwise. Our explanatory
variables include demographic characteristics, pri-
mary diagnoses, socioeconomic characteristics, and
an indicator for residing in a state with state-level tax
incentives. We estimate odds ratios to assess the influ-
ence of state income tax incentives on ABLE account
participation, as well as the other explanatory vari-
ables in our model. Our logistic regression results
account for the relationships between the explana-
tory variables in our model and ABLE account
participation.

3. Results

We find that the use of ABLE accounts among
SSI recipients has increased over time from 7,760
accounts opened during the 2016-2017 period to
a total of 58,110 accounts opened by December
2021. The column labeled ABLE Accounts Opened
(column 1) in Table 1 shows the increase in
the number of new ABLE accounts opened each
year.!” From 2020 to 2021, the number of newly
opened ABLE accounts increased from 13,444 to
16,528, or by about 23 percent. The percentage
change in ABLE accounts between 2020 and 2021
exceeds the percentage change in SSI recipients,
indicating an increase in the ABLE account par-
ticipation rate among SSI recipients during the
period.

Only 5,140 SSI recipients closed their most recent
account by the end of the period, as shown in the
last row of the column labeled Able Accounts Closed
(column 2) in Table 1. The cumulative number of
SSIrecipients with an open ABLE account rose from
7,667 at the end of 2016-2017 period to 52,970 as of
December 2021 (column 3). From 2020 to 2021, the
total number of SSI recipients with an open account
increased by 37 percent from 38,579 to 52,970. The
52,970 SSI recipients with an open ABLE account
make up nearly half of the 112,021 individuals with a

19The vast majority of SSI recipients only opened one account
during the period.

Table 1
Incidence and prevalence of ABLE accounts among SSI

recipients

Time ABLE ABLE Cumulative number

period accounts accounts of open accounts at

opened closed end of the time period

2016-2017 7,760 93 7,667

2018 8,942 713 15,896

2019 11,436 1,208 26,124

2020 13,444 989 38,579

2021 16,528 2,137 52,970

Total 58,110 5,140 52,970

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized
SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data.

disability who own an ABLE account as of December
31,2021.20

Of the 52,970 individuals with arecord of receiving
SSIwho have an open ABLE account as of December
2021, Table 2 shows that 36,610 (69.1%) are eligi-
ble to receive a monthly SSI payment (i.e., are in
“current pay”), 7,779 (14.7%) are temporarily inel-
igible to receive a monthly SSI payment but have
not had their SSI eligibility terminated (i.e., are in
“non-payment status”), and 6,498 (12.3%) have had
their SSI eligibility ceased (i.e., are in “terminated
status”).?! For the two groups that we will focus on
in the remainder of the paper, those in current pay
status and those who are in non-pay status due to
excess income, the percentage whose ABLE account
participation is identified through an automated data
exchange with SSA is 88.6 percent and 89.7 percent,
respectively.

Most individuals with ABLE accounts have an SSI
disability onset before the age of 26, which is consis-
tent with the ABLE account eligibility rules. While
the definition of disability used for ABLE accounts
is not limited to an SSI disability determination, the
fact that almost 90 percent of SSI individuals with an
ABLE account have an SSI disability onset age that
is consistent with the ABLE rules, as shown in the
last three columns of Table 2, indicates that there is a
significant overlap. For our participation rate analy-
sis, we restricted the study population to those whose

20See the National Association of State Treasurers website
www.nast.org/able for the total number of individuals with a dis-
ability who own an ABLE account. The tax advantages associated
with ABLE accounts provide an incentive for those not collecting
SSI payments to own an ABLE account.

21SST recipients’ payment status may change monthly based on
their income and resources. A recipient must be in non-pay status
for 12 continuous months before their record is officially termi-
nated and they need to reapply for benefits to resume payments.
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Table 2
ABLE account use by SSI payment status as of December 2021

All SSI disability onset before age 26

Payment status as Number Percentage Percentage from Number Percentage Percentage from
of December 2021 of total data exchange of total data exchange
In current pay 36,610 69.1 88.6 32,770 69.8 88.5
In non-pay status 7,779 14.7 88.0 7,014 14.9 88.2

Due to excess income 5,630 10.6 89.7 5,187 11.0 89.7

Due to excess resources 983 1.9 80.4 849 1.8 81.0

Other 1,166 2.2 86.5 978 2.1 86.8
Payments terminated 6,498 12.3 87.1 5,618 12.0 87.5
Other status 2,083 39 85.1 1,553 33 88.0
Total 52,970 100.0 88.2 46,955 100.0 88.3

Note: Indented rows are subsets of in non-pay status. Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System

(MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security Record (SSR).

SSI disability onset occurred before turning 26 years
old.??

The amounts held in ABLE accounts are substan-
tial. The lower half of Table 3 shows that for SSI
recipients in current pay status and with a disability
that began before age 26, 62.1 percent have ABLE
account amounts that exceed the $2,000 SSI limit
for individuals and 52.3 percent have amounts that
exceed the $3,000 SSI limit for couples. The mean
amount for SSI recipients in current pay status is
$6,802.07 which is lower than the mean amount for all
ABLE account owners of $9,321.23 We also show the
amounts held at each decile of the distribution, which
range from $30.00 at the 10 percentile to $3,254.69
at the 50th percentile (median) to $16,311.26 at the
90th decile. The amounts held are larger for those in
non-payment status for any reason, and they are even
larger for the subset of those in non-pay status due
to excess income. For those in non-pay status due
to excess income, Table 3 shows that 70.0 percent
have amounts that exceed the SSI limit for individ-
uals and 63.5 percent have amounts that exceed the
SSI resource limit for couples. Table 3 also shows
that the mean amount held within ABLE accounts is
$9,442.32 for those in non-pay status due to excess
income which is slightly larger than the mean amount
reported for all ABLE account owners of $9,321. The
amounts held by those in non-pay status due to excess

2Individuals may have older onset ages in their SSI record
for a variety of legitimate reasons, including, but not limited to,
differences between self- or doctor- stated date of onset and the
date of onset used to establish SSI eligibility. SSA’s definition of
disability is not necessarily used by other programs or the private
sector.

23The mean amount for all ABLE account owners is from
the national association of state treasurers at https://nast.org/able-
advocacy/ as of December 31, 2021. It includes 112,021 ABLE
account owners who are either SSI recipients with a disability or
individuals with a disability who do not collect SSI payments.

income are $79.86 at the 10th percentile of the dis-
tribution, $5,358.63 at the 50th percentile (median),
and $23,155.50 at the 90th percentile.

The ABLE account participation rate for SSI recip-
ients with a disability onset under the age of 26 and
who are receiving SSI payments as of December 2021
is 1.1% (Table 4a). However, there is considerable
variation in ABLE account participation rates within
specific segments of the SSI recipient population, as
shown in Table 4a. SSI recipients with a disability
onset date of age 18 through age 25 have higher par-
ticipation rates (2.2 percent) when compared to those
whose onset occurred before age 18 (0.7 percent).
This difference is consistent with the way that a dis-
ability onset date is determined. For those who do
not receive SSI payments as children because their
families do not meet the income and resource tests,
the earliest onset date they are likely to have in SSA
records is age 18, regardless of the age when their
disabling health condition began. Thus, those who
become eligible for SSI payments at age 18 or after
because their parents’ income and resources are no
longer counted toward SSI eligibility are more likely
to have greater family resources that may be con-
tributed to ABLE accounts. SSI recipients ages 18
through 25 as of December 2021 have the highest
participation rates (2.5 percent) when compared to
all other age groups, and those under age 18 as of
December 2021 have the lowest participation rates
(0.2 percent). Like the findings for disability onset
date, this reflects the relatively more limited resources
that families with an SSI recipient under age 18 must
have to qualify for SSI child payments.

While there are no differences in ABLE participa-
tion rates between males and females, our exploratory
analysis of the limited race and ethnicity data shows
substantial differences, and we also find substantial
differences by preferred spoken language. Among the
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Table 3
ABLE account amounts as of December 2021 for SSI recipients
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Summary statistics In current pay In non-pay In non-pay status due
status to excess income
All SSI recipients with ABLE accounts
Number with open ABLE accounts 36,610 7,779 5,630
Percentage with amounts greater than $2,000 61.8 66.3 69.5
Percentage with amounts greater than $3,000 52 59.8 63.1
Mean amount $6,726.45 $8,830.96 $9,381.11
10th percentile $26.91 $23.97 $50.37
20th percentile $500.00 $494.65 $762.26
30th percentile $1,304.75 $1,500.00 $1,980.65
40th percentile $2,168.76 $2,993.84 $3,500.00
50th percentile (median) $3,221.60 $4,753.92 $5,280.13
60th percentile $4,655.58 $6,951.25 $7,537.53
70th percentile $6,715.77 $10,065.18 $10,549.90
80th percentile $10,148.63 $14,299.74 $14,813.59
90th percentile $16,112.63 $21,569.90 $22,684.04
SSI recipients with ABLE accounts and disability onset before age 26
Number with open ABLE accounts 32,770 7,014 5,187
Percentage with amounts greater than $2,000 62.1 67.3 70.0
Percentage with amounts greater than $3,000 523 60.6 63.5
Mean amount $6,802.07 $8,922.70 $9,442.32
10th percentile $30.00 $30.00 $79.86
20th percentile $503.42 $570.00 $866.26
30th percentile $1,341.39 $1,675.04 $2,000.00
40th percentile $2,196.19 $3,069.31 $3,560.89
50th percentile (median) $3,254.69 $4,842.00 $5,358.63
60th percentile $4,705.61 $7,025.00 $7,595.28
70th percentile $6,750.27 $10,145.59 $10,615.66
80th percentile $10,205.97 $14,400.91 $14,870.09
90th percentile $16,311.26 $21,944.18 $23,155.50

Source: Authors’ calculations using SSA program data from the Modernized Supplemental Security Income Claims Systems (MSSICS)

linked to the Supplemental Security Record (SSR).

limited number of SSI recipients who report race and
ethnicity, participation rates are much lower than 1.1
percent for those who report their race as Black (0.5
percent) and those who report their ethnicity as His-
panic (0.4 percent). The rates are even lower (0.2
percent) for those with limited English proficiency,
defined as a spoken language preference that is not
English, and it is only 0.1 percent for those who
identify Spanish as their preferred spoken language.
This analysis is considered exploratory because of the
large proportion of SSI recipients (45.5 percent) and
those with ABLE accounts (50.9 percent) that have
an unknown race.

Over 70 percent of ABLE account participants
have one of the following four primary diagnosis used
to determine SSIeligibility: (1) congenital anomalies;
(2) autism spectrum disorders; (3) intellectual disor-
ders; and (4) diseases of the nervous system and sense
organs. Table 4b shows that the participation rates for
each of these groups are higher than the participation
rate of 1.1 percent among SSI recipients receiving
an SSI payment. These types of primary diagnoses

are generally lifelong impairments with strong advo-
cacy and parental support groups. Information and
resources needed to establish ABLE accounts may
be more readily available for these groups, which can
contribute to the relatively high participation rates.

ABLE account participation rates are highest
among those with relatively strong attachments to
employment. Table 4c shows that for the 22.5 per-
cent of SSI recipients with at least one occurrence
of earned income in the SSI program data (i.e.,
at least one month with earnings counted against
their SSI payment), the participation rate is 2.5 per-
cent. Table 4c also shows that the participation rate
increases with work experience, as measured by the
number of earned income occurrences (i.e., gener-
ally amounting to months with recorded earnings)
within the SSI program data. For the 1.9 percent of
ABLE eligible SSI recipients currently receiving SSI
payments and who have 61 or more occurrences of
earned income (i.e., greater than five years-worth of
earnings), the ABLE account participation rate is 5.0
percent.
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Table 4a
ABLE account participation rates for SSI recipients in current pay status in December 2021, disability onset under age 26
ABLE
All recipients Recipients with an ABLE account participation rate
Percentage of
group with an
Group Number Percentage Number Percentage ABLE account
All 2,906,966 100.0 32,770 100.0 1.1
Age
Under 18 1,026,811 353 2,453 7.5 0.2
Age 18-25 573,260 19.7 14,089 43.0 25
Age 26-34 580,994 20.0 8,787 26.8 1.5
Age 35-44 366,915 12.6 3,701 11.3 1.0
Age 45-54 196,571 6.8 1,745 53 0.9
Age 55 and older 162,415 5.6 1,995 6.1 1.2
Age at disability onset
Under 18 2,050,827 70.5 13,903 424 0.7
Ages 18-25 856,139 29.5 18,867 57.6 22
Sex
Male 1,778,875 61.2 20,279 61.9 1.1
Female 1,128,091 38.8 12,491 38.1 1.1
Race
Asian 38,969 1.3 609 1.9 1.6
Black 580,593 20.0 3,073 9.4 0.5
Hispanic 261,948 9.0 997 3.0 0.4
Native American 19,115 0.7 213 0.7 1.1
Other 7,800 0.3 73 0.2 0.9
White 675,838 232 11,136 34.0 1.6
Unknown 1,322,703 45.5 16,669 50.9 1.3
Limited English proficiency
Non-English language preference 276,649 9.5 522 1.6 0.2
Spanish language preference 186,938 6.4 234 0.7 0.1

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security
Record (SSR), Numident, and Race and Ethnicity Collection System (RECS).

Table 4b
ABLE account participation rates for SSI recipients in current pay status in December 2021 by primary diagnosis, disability onset under

age 26

All recipients

Recipients with an ABLE account

ABLE
participation rate

Percentage of
group with an

Number  Percentage =~ Number Percentage ABLE account
Primary diagnosis
Congenital anomalies 112,379 3.9 2,068 6.3 1.8
Injuries 31,855 1.1 380 1.2 1.2
Autism spectrum disorders 411,735 14.2 8,475 25.9 2.1
Developmental disorders 244,199 8.4 606 1.8 0.2
Childhood and adolescent disorders 233,566 8.0 571 1.7 0.2
Intellectual disorders 745,824 25.7 9,480 28.9 1.3
Depressive, bipolar, and related disorders 188,095 6.5 1,429 4.4 0.8
Neurocognitive disorders 71,767 2.5 942 2.9 1.3
Schizophrenia spectrum and other psychotic 148,726 5.1 1,305 4.0 0.9
Other mental disorder 134,405 4.6 1,072 3.3 0.8
Diseases of nervous system and sense 275,007 9.5 4,168 12.7 1.5
Diseases of circulatory system 13,535 0.5 133 0.4 1.0
Diseases of the musculoskeletal system 39,223 1.3 300 0.9 0.8
Other 173,246 6.0 687 2.1 0.4
Unknown 83,401 2.9 1,154 3.5 14

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security
Record (SSR), Numident, and Race and Ethnicity Collection System (RECS).
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Table 4c
ABLE account participation rates for SSI recipients in current pay status in December 2021 by socio-economic status, disability onset
under age 26

All recipients

ABLE

Recipients with an ABLE account participation rate

Percentage of
group with an

Group Number Percentage ~ Number Percentage ABLE account
Concurrently receiving DI benefits 591,555 20.3 8,234 25.1 1.4
Earned income (any) 654,589 22.5 16,211 49.5 2.5
No occurrences 2,252,377 77.5 16,559 50.5 0.7
1-12 occurrences 377,424 13.0 6,107 18.6 1.6
13-24 occurrences 110,447 3.8 3,021 9.2 2.7
25-36 occurrences 56,610 1.9 1,951 6.0 3.4
37-48 occurrences 33,236 1.1 1,387 4.2 4.2
47-60 occurrences 21,526 0.7 980 3.0 4.6
61 or more 55,346 1.9 2,765 8.4 5.0
Unearned income (any) 2,579,700 88.7 29,452 89.9 1.1
No occurrences 327,266 11.3 3,318 10.1 1.0
1-4 occurrences 905,878 31.2 12,878 39.3 1.4
5 or more occurrences 1,673,822 57.6 16,574 50.6 1.0
SSI tenure
Within 1 year of payment eligibility 72,684 2.5 919 2.8 1.3
1-2 years of payment eligibility 136,043 4.7 2,292 7.0 1.7
2-3 years of payment eligibility 177,980 6.1 2,995 9.1 1.7
3—4 years of payment eligibility 166,009 5.7 2,680 8.2 1.6
4-5 years of payment eligibility 153,393 53 2,308 7.0 1.5
More than 5 years of payment eligibility 2,200,857 75.7 21,576 65.8 1.0
Resides in state without tax incentives 1,801,762 62.0 16,115 49.2 0.9
Resides in state with tax incentives 1,105,204 38.0 16,655 50.8 1.5

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security
Record (SSR), Numident, and Race and Ethnicity Collection System (RECS).

The positive relationship between ABLE account
participation rates and earned income occurrences
could be due to a positive relationship between ABLE
account participation rates and SSI tenure, where SSI
tenure is defined as the number of years between
the date of SSI payment eligibility and December
31, 2021. This is because earned income occurrences
generally only begin to be recorded around the time
of SSI payment eligibility, and those within a year of
SSI payment eligibility do not have over 60 occur-
rences of earned income in our data. However, we
show an inverse relationship between SSI tenure
and ABLE account participation for those with over
one year of SSI tenure. ABLE account participa-
tion rates are 1.3 percent for those with less than
a year of SSI tenure, rise to 1.7 percent for those
with between one and three years of tenure, and then
steadily decline to 1.0 percent for the 75.6 percent
of SSI recipients who have more than 5 years of SSI
tenure. Thus, the positive relationship between ABLE
account participation rates and work experience does
not appear to be driven by a positive relationship
between ABLE account participation and program
tenure.

We do not find large differences in participation
rates across two other socioeconomic characteristics.
Our results show that SSI recipients in current pay
who are also receiving DI payments have a some-
what higher participation rate of 1.4 percent. We also
find that those with between one and four occurrences
of unearned income have a participation rate of 1.2
percent compared to 1.0 percent for those with no
occurrences and 1.0 percent for those with 5 or more
occurrences. For unearned income, the dollar reduc-
tion in SSI payments for every dollar of unearned
income after a $20 unearned income exclusion may
not leave significant additional income for savings.
Thus, these findings are consistent with the differ-
ent treatment of unearned income in the SSI program
when compared to the treatment of earned income.

For SSIrecipients who are in non-payment status in
December 2021 due to excess income, the participa-
tion rate is 2.6 percent as shown at the top of Table 5a.
The higher participation rate when compared to those
who are currently receiving SSI payments is consis-
tent with a greater capacity for savings among those
with higher income levels. For almost all the sub-
groups, the participation rates are higher as shown in
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Table 5a

ABLE account participation rates for SSI recipients in non-pay status due to excess income in December 2021 by demographics, disability
onset under age 26

All recipients

Recipients with an ABLE account

ABLE
participation rate

Percentage of
group with an

Group Number Percentage Number Percentage ABLE account
All 200,396 100.0 5,187 100.0 2.6
Age
Under 18 60,351 30.1 183 35 0.3
Age 18-25 37,841 18.9 1,631 31.4 4.3
Age 26-34 56,745 28.3 2,157 41.6 3.8
Age 35-44 29,068 14.5 799 154 2.7
Age 45-54 10,574 53 263 5.1 2.5
Age 55 and older 5,817 29 154 3.0 2.6
Age at disability onset
Under 18 125,976 62.9 1,909 36.8 L5
Ages 18 -25 74,420 37.1 3,278 63.2 4.4
Sex
Male 123,784 61.8 3,270 63.0 2.6
Female 76,612 38.2 1,917 37.0 25
Race
Asian 2,732 1.4 139 2.7 5.1
Black 34,682 17.3 301 5.8 0.9
Hispanic 14,951 75 147 2.8 1.0
Native American 1,058 0.5 16 0.3 1.5
White 59,416 29.6 2,403 46.3 4.0
Unknown 87,557 43.7 2,181 42.0 2.5
Limited English proficiency
Non-English language preference 12,457 6.2 46 0.9 0.4
Spanish language preference 7,207 3.6 9 0.2 0.1

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security
Record (SSR), Numident, and Race and Ethnicity Collection System (RECS). Note: Other race category is combined with unknown race

category due to small number of cases.

Table 5b

ABLE account participation rates for SSI recipients in non-pay status due to excess income by primary diagnosis, disability onset under

age 26

All recipients

Recipients with an ABLE account

ABLE
participation rate

Percentage of
group with an

Number  Percentage =~ Number Percentage ABLE account
Primary diagnosis
Congenital anomalies 6,975 3.5 267 5.1 3.8
Injuries 2,656 1.3 69 1.3 2.6
Autism spectrum disorders 27,625 13.8 1,312 253 4.7
Developmental disorders 10,939 55 95 1.8 0.9
Childhood and adolescent disorders 9,978 5.0 86 1.7 0.9
Intellectual disorders 46,303 23.1 1,631 31.4 3.5
Depressive, bipolar, and related disorders 15,071 7.5 244 4.7 1.6
Neurocognitive disorders 6,003 3.0 208 4.0 3.5
Schizophrenia spectrum and other psychotic 9,316 4.6 193 3.7 2.1
Other mental disorder 10,146 5.1 221 4.3 2.2
Diseases of nervous system and sense 21,415 10.7 642 12.4 3.0
Diseases of circulatory system 1,242 0.6 24 0.5 1.9
Diseases of the musculoskeletal system 3,675 1.8 55 1.1 1.5
Other 14,465 7.2 68 1.3 0.5
Unknown 14,587 7.3 72 1.4 0.5

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security
Record (SSR), Numident, and Race and Ethnicity Collection System (RECS).
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Table 5c
ABLE account participation rates for SSI recipients in non-pay status due to excess income by socio-economic status, disability onset
under age 26

All recipients

ABLE

Recipients with an ABLE account participation rate

Percentage of
group with an

Group Number  Percentage = Number Percentage ABLE account
Concurrently receiving DI benefits 97,245 48.5 3,882 74.8 4.0
Earned income (any) 104,088 51.9 4,247 81.9 4.1
No occurrences 96,308 48.1 940 18.1 1.0
1-12 occurrences 30,391 15.2 729 14.1 2.4
13-24 occurrences 21,447 10.7 627 12.1 29
25-36 occurrences 15,562 7.8 591 114 3.8
37-48 occurrences 10,475 52 514 99 49
47-60 occurrences 7,324 3.7 422 8.1 58
61 or more 18,889 9.4 1,364 26.3 7.2
Unearned income (any) 184,612 92.1 5,075 97.8 2.7
No occurrences 15,784 79 112 2.2 0.7
1-4 occurrences 43,567 21.7 597 11.5 1.4
5 or more occurrences 141,045 70.4 4,478 86.3 3.2
SSI tenure
Within 1 year of payment eligibility 20,783 10.4 85 1.6 0.4
1-2 years of payment eligibility 14,210 7.1 206 4.0 1.4
2-3 years of payment eligibility 11,086 5.5 288 5.6 2.6
3—4 years of payment eligibility 8,979 4.5 299 5.8 33
4-5 years of payment eligibility 8,512 4.2 290 5.6 34
More than 5 years of payment eligibility 136,868 68.3 4,019 715 29

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security
Record (SSR), Numident, and Race and Ethnicity Collection System (RECS). Note: Other race category is combined with unknown race

category due to small number of cases.

Tables Sa through 5¢ when compared to the corre-
sponding rates for those in current pay status shown
in Tables 4a through 4c. We note that the patterns are
broadly like those in Table 4.

The participation rates among SSI recipients who
are in non-payment status due to excess income
increase with work experience. We find that for those
with no work experience while receiving SSI pay-
ments the participation rate is only 1.0 percent, but
that the rate steadily increases with work experience
and reaches 7.2 percent for those with 61 or more
months of earnings. The average among SSI recip-
ients in non-payment status due to excess income
and with earnings in at least one month is 4.1 per-
cent. We note that Table 5c also shows a positive
relationship between ABLE account participation
rates and SSI tenure, which may explain part of the
positive relationship between ABLE account partic-
ipation rates and occurrences of earned income in
SSI records.

Other economic characteristics are also associated
with relatively higher ABLE account participation
rates for those in non-pay status due to excess income.
Individuals who concurrently receive DI payments
have an ABLE account participation rate of 4.0

percent. ABLE account participation rates are also
positively related to occurrences of unearned income
in SSA program records.

There are differences in ABLE account participa-
tion rates across states, as illustrated in Fig. 1. The
participation rates among SSI recipients in current
pay status range from a low of 0.2 percent in Missis-
sippi to a high of 5.4 percent in North Dakota. The
fact that North Dakota has the highest participation
rates might be related to it being the only state in the
country with a state-owned, state-run bank (the Bank
of North Dakota) that is charged with promoting com-
merce, agriculture, and industry in the state, and by
state law must promote the use of ABLE accounts
within the state. Figure 1 also highlights participa-
tion rates in states with and without state-level tax
incentives for ABLE account holders and shows that
participation rates in 13 of the 21 states (62 percent)
with tax incentives are above the overall participation
rate of 1.1 percent compared to only 15 of the 32 states
(47 percent) without tax incentives. We note that Ore-
gon, which is the only state that offers a refundable tax
credit, has the fourth highest ABLE participation rate
at4.1 percent and it is over three times higher than the
national average of 1.1 percent. The high participa-
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(1) Dashed line represents national participation
rate of 1.1 percent for SSI recipients whose SSI
date of disability onset occurred before age 26.

(2) Black bars identify states that have state tax
incentives for ABLE accounts.

(3) Alabama, Arizona, and Oklahoma state tax
incentives began in tax year 2021.

(4) Virginia has few cases identified via state data
exchange, almost all self-reports.

Source: Authors' calculations based on data from
MISSICS and SSR.
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Fig. 1. ABLE account participation rate (percentage) for SSI recipients in current pay status. Source: Authors’ calculations from Social
Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security Record (SSR). Numbers are in Supplementary

Table 1.

tion rate in Nevada coincides with the implementation
of the TOTS grant program that provides $5,000 in
ABLE account seed money to eligible children.

The differences in ABLE account participation
rates across states are more pronounced when we
focus our analysis on SSI recipients in non-payment
status due to excess income, as shown in Fig. 2.
Figure 2 shows that Mississippi has the lowest par-
ticipation rate of 0.5 percent and North Dakota has
the highest participation rate of 10.7 percent. It also
shows that states with state income tax incentives are
more likely to have at or above average participa-
tion rates, with 13 of the 21 (63 percent) state greater
than or equal to the overall rate, when compared to
states without (13 of 32, or 41 percent). Oregon, the
only state with a refundable tax credit, has a partic-
ipation rate of 8.6 percent which is over three times
the overall participation rate of 2.6 percent.

We find higher participation rates for those who
reside in a state with state-level tax incentives (1.5
percent) than those residing in states without such
incentives (0.9 percent), as shown near the top of
Table 6. While this difference is large, we are unable
to identify the extent to which this is caused by the

tax incentives, the additional information on ABLE
accounts from state tax forms, or whether the differ-
ences are attributed to other factors that make the
comparison group a poor counterfactual. We also
examine differences in the distribution of amounts
held within ABLE accounts for the two groups.
While the average (mean) amount held within ABLE
accounts are larger for SSI recipients residing in
states without state-level tax incentives ($7,049.96)
when compared to those residing in states with tax
incentives ($6,562.21), we find that the mean masks
differences in the opposite direction at the median
of the distribution and at deciles below the median.
The median amounts held in ABLE accounts is larger
for those residing in a state with state-level ABLE
account tax incentives ($3,314.99 v. $3,193.19), as
well as at the 40th ($2,330.82 v. $2,052.93), 30th
($1,478.36 v. $1,175.72), 20th ($642.52 v. $407.31),
and 10th ($40.78 v. $25.03) percentiles. Thus, there is
a positive association between state-level tax incen-
tives and amounts held at the median and at lower
deciles of the distribution. ABLE account participa-
tion for individuals in non-pay status due to excess
income is also higher for those residing in states
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(1) Dashed line represents national participation
rate of 2.6 percent for SSI recipients whose SSI
date of disability onset occurred before age 26.

(2) Black bars identify states that have state tax
incentives for ABLE accounts.

(3) Alabama, Arizona, and Oklahoma state tax
incentives began in tax year 2021.

(4) Virginia has few cases identified via state data
exchange, almost all self-reports.

Source: Authors' calculations based on data from
MISSICS and SSR.
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Fig. 2. ABLE account participation rate (percentage) for SSI recipients in non-pay status due to excess income. Source: Authors’ calculations
from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security Record (SSR). Numbers are in

Supplementary Table 1.

with state-level tax incentives (3.3 percent) when
compared to those who reside in states without tax
incentives (2.1 percent), as shown in Table 6.

The results from our logistic regression model
show that the heterogeneity in participation rates
is substantial after accounting for the relationships
between the explanatory variables in our model and
ABLE account participation. Table 7 shows the odds
ratios, which describe the likelihood of owning an
ABLE account relative to a reference group. For
example, SSIrecipients receiving an SSI payment and
residing in a state with state-level tax incentives have
a statistically significant estimated odds ratio of 1.65,
indicating that the likelihood of owning an ABLE
account is about 1.6 times the likelihood among SSI
recipients residing in states without such incentives.
This estimate is smaller than the estimated odds ratio
implied by the participation rates for each group
shown in Table 7 (1.6/0.9=1.78), and the smaller
estimated odds ratio from the logistic regression indi-
cates that other factors in the model may account for
some of the difference in ABLE account participation
rates across the two groups. Notably, for SSI recipi-
ents who obtain non-pay status due to excess income

the estimated odds ratio for those residing in states
with state-level tax incentives is 1.35 and statically
significant, indicating that their likelihood of owning
an ABLE account is also about 1.35 times the partic-
ipation rate among SSI recipients residing in states
without such incentives.

The likelihood of owning an ABLE account is
higher among SSI recipients with an SSI disability
onset age of 18 through 25 when compared to those
with an onset date between ages 0 through 17. Our
estimated odds ratio is 1.65 for those in current pay
and 1.56 for those in non-pay status due to excess
income. For those who do not receive SSI payments
as children because their families do not meet the
income and resource tests, the earliest onset date they
are likely to have in SSA records is age 18, regard-
less of the age when their disabling health condition
began. Thus, those with an onset date of ages 18
through 25 are more likely to come from families with
higher income and resource levels that may contribute
to ABLE accounts. The odds ratios relative to those
ages 55 and older as of December 2022 are lower
at about 0.27 for those under age 18 indicating an
estimated likelihood of ABLE participation of about
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Table 6
ABLE account participation rates and amounts as of December 2021, by availability of state-level tax incentives

Resides in State

Resides in State State with tax incentives

Summary with tax without tax minus without tax
statistics Total incentives incentives incentives
In current pay status
Total number 2,906,966 1,105,204 1,801,762 NA
Number with open ABLE accounts 32,770 16,655 16,115 NA
Participation rate (%) 1.1 1.5 0.9 0.6
Percentage with amounts above $2,000 62.1 63.4 60.7 2.7
Percentage with amounts above $3,000 52.3 52.8 51.7 1.1
Mean amount $6,802.07 $6,562.21 $7,049.96 —$487.75
10th percentile $30.00 $40.78 $25.03 $15.75
20th percentile $503.42 $642.52 $407.31 $235.21
30th percentile $1,341.39 $1,478.36 $1,175.72 $302.64
40th percentile $2,196.19 $2,330.82 $2,052.93 $277.89
50th percentile (median) $3,254.69 $3,313.99 $3,193.19 $120.80
60th percentile $4,705.61 $4,614.46 $4,836.95 -$222.49
70th percentile $6,750.27 $6,478.18 $7,058.52 -$580.34
80th percentile $10,205.97 $9,756.18 $10,982.23 -$1,226.05
90th percentile $16,311.26 $15,450.84 $17,375.09 -$1,924.25
In non-pay status due to excess income
Total number 200,396 81,263 119,133 NA
Number with open ABLE accounts 5,187 2,671 2,516 NA
Participation rate (%) 2.6 3.3 2.1 1.2
Percentage with amounts above $2,000 70.0 70.0 70.0 0.0
Percentage with amounts above $3,000 63.5 63.5 63.5 0.0
Mean amount $9,442.32 $9,205.62 $9,693.61 —$487.99
10th percentile $79.86 $69.68 $99.35 -$29.67
20th percentile $866.26 $898.76 $847.10 $51.66
30th percentile $2,000.00 $2,000.00 $2,000.00 $0.00
40th percentile $3,560.89 $3,538.04 $3,583.98 -$45.94
50th percentile (median) $5,358.63 $5,134.83 $5,593.00 —$458.17
60th percentile $7,595.28 $7,420.04 $7,880.25 -$460.21
70th percentile $10,615.66 $10,279.46 $10,999.39 -$719.93
80th percentile $14,870.09 $14,465.96 $15,008.52 -$542.56
90th percentile $23,155.50 $21,957.13 $24,630.72 -$2,673.59

Source: Authors’ calculations using SSA program data from the Modernized Supplemental Security Income Claims Systems (MSSICS)
linked to the Supplemental Security Record (SSR) and to the data on state-level tax incentives shown in Supplementary Table 1.

27 percent of the participation rate of the reference
group and is highest among those ages 18 through 25
at 1.63 for those in current pay (and about 1.49 for
those in non-pay due to excess income).

The differences in the likelihood of ABLE account
participation between males and females are small,
the differences across race and ethnicity groups are
significant, the differences by English proficiency
are large and significant, and the differences by dis-
abling health conditions are significant. Males have a
slightly lower likelihood of ABLE account participa-
tion relative to females, and for those in current-pay
status the difference is not statistically significant.
Those who report their race as Black or who report
their ethnicity as Hispanic have estimated odds ratios
below 0.5 that are statistically significant, indicating
a likelihood of ABLE participation that is less than

half the likelihood of those who report their race as
white. The odds ratios for those who report their race
as Asian or whose race is not reported in our data
indicate a higher likelihood of ABLE account partic-
ipation for the two groups. The odds ratios for those
whose preferred language is not English is 0.27 for
those in current pay and 0.25 for those in non-pay
status due to excess income, indicating the likeli-
hood of using an ABLE account is about 27 percent
and 25 percent of those whose preferred language is
English. The differences in the likelihood of ABLE
account participation by disabling health conditions
show similar results to those reported in Tables 4 and
5. SSIrecipients with disabling health conditions that
are congenital anomalies or autism spectrum disor-
ders have higher estimated odds ratios indicating that
they are more likely to have ABLE accounts.
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Table 7
Logistic regression results for ABLE account participation among SSI recipients
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In current pay

Not in current pay due to excess income

Estimated  Standard ~ Odds Estimated  Standard  Odds
Parameter coeff. error ratio coeff. error ratio
Intercept -4.41 0.04 -5.13 0.18
State tax deduction 0.50 0.01 1.65 wE 0.30 0.03 1.35 HAE
Age of disability onset Reference category is under the age of 18
Age onset 18-25 0.50 0.04 1.65 ok 0.45 0.03 1.56 ok
Age as of December 2021 Reference category is ages 55 and older
Ages 0-17 -1.32 0.04 0.27 ok -1.24 0.13 0.29 ok
Ages 18-25 0.49 0.03 1.63 wAE 0.40 0.10 1.49 HAk
Ages 26-34 0.17 0.03 1.18 Ak 0.16 0.09 1.17 *
Ages 35-44 -0.11 0.03 0.89 oAk -0.08 0.09 0.93
Ages 45-54 -0.20 0.03 0.82 HAE -0.10 0.11 0.90
Sex Reference category is female
Male -0.02 0.04 0.98 -0.06 0.03 0.94 o
Race and ethnicity Reference category is white
Asian -0.02 0.04 0.98 0.32 0.09 1.38 Hokk
Black -0.83 0.02 0.44 Ak -1.30 0.06 0.27 Ak
Hispanic -0.94 0.03 0.39 oAk -0.88 0.09 0.41 HAE
Native American -0.16 0.07 0.85 HAE -0.76 0.25 0.47 Ak
Other race -0.26 0.12 0.77 -1.62 0.71 0.20 ok
Missing race 0.10 0.01 1.11 HAE 0.06 0.04 1.02 *
Limited English proficiency Reference category is English as preferred spoken language
Limited English proficiency -1.30 0.06 0.27 oAk -1.38 0.17 0.25 Hokk
Limited English proficiency -1.72 0.07 0.05 A -0.93 0.38 0.10 ok
and Spanish
Primary diagnosis Reference category is unknown primary diagnosis
Congenital anomalies 0.25 0.04 1.28 oAk 0.94 0.14 2.57 HAE
Injuries -0.32 0.06 0.73 wAE 0.30 0.18 1.35
Autism spectrum disorder 0.20 0.04 1.22 Ak 0.93 0.13 2.54 HAE
Developmental disorders -0.85 0.05 0.43 wAE 0.33 0.17 1.39 *
Childhood and adolescent -1.08 0.05 0.34 Ak -0.02 0.17 0.98
disorders
Intellectual disorders -0.35 0.03 0.71 HAE 0.41 0.13 1.50 Ak
Depressive, bipolar and related -0.96 0.04 0.38 oAk -0.30 0.14 0.74 ok
disorders
Neurocognitive disorders -0.33 0.05 0.72 Ak 0.38 0.15 1.46 ok
Schizophrenia spectrum and -0.82 0.04 0.44 wHE -0.06 0.15 0.94
other psychotic disorders
Other mental disorder -0.88 0.05 0.42 oAk -0.05 0.15 0.95
Diseases of the nervous system 0.01 0.04 1.01 0.56 0.13 1.76 HAE
and senses
Diseases of the circulatory -0.52 0.09 0.60 ok 0.02 0.24 1.02
system
Diseases of the -0.78 0.07 0.46 wE -0.28 0.19 0.75
musculoskeletal system
Other -0.97 0.05 0.38 oAk -0.88 0.18 0.42 ok
Social security disability benefits Reference category is not receiving other Social Security benefits
Receiving DI benefits 0.25 0.04 1.28 ok 0.59 0.04 1.80 ok
Earnings occurrences Reference category is no earnings
1-12 occurrences 0.61 0.02 1.83 HAE 0.47 0.05 1.59 HAE
13-24 occurrences 1.14 0.02 3.12 oAk 0.75 0.06 2.11 o
25-36 occurrences 1.38 0.03 3.96 HAE 0.97 0.06 2.63 Ak
37-48 occurrences 1.56 0.03 4.77 ok 1.20 0.06 3.32 ok
47-60 occurrences 1.65 0.03 522 Ak 1.31 0.07 3.69 Ak
61 or more 1.78 0.02 5.94 ok 1.45 0.05 4.28 ok

(Continued next page)
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Table 7
(Continued)
In current pay Not in current pay due to excess income
Estimated  Standard ~ Odds Estimated  Standard ~ Odds
Parameter coeff. error ratio coeff. error ratio
Unearned income occurrences Reference category is no unearned income
1-4 occurrences -0.20 0.02 0.82 HAE 0.09 0.11 1.10
5 or more occurrences -0.45 0.04 0.64 ok -0.09 0.10 0.91
Tenure Reference category is over 5 years of payment eligibility
Within 1 year of payment 0.60 0.04 1.82 HAE -0.51 0.12 0.60 HAE
eligibility
1-2 years of payment 0.88 0.03 241 HAE 0.02 0.08 1.02
eligibility
2-3 years of payment 0.90 0.02 2.46 HAE 0.48 0.07 1.62 HAE
eligibility
3—4 years of payment 0.81 0.02 2.25 oAk 0.60 0.07 1.82 o
eligibility
4-5 years of payment 0.66 0.02 1.94 Ak 0.40 0.07 1.49 Ak
eligibility
—2*Log likelihood 308184.99 40748.848
Likelihood ratio test (degrees of 510954.16 (44) Hkok 7397.77 (44) Rk

freedom)

Source: Authors’ calculations from Social Security Modernized SSI Claim System (MSSICS) data linked to the Supplemental Security
Record (SSR). *Indicates statistically significant at 10 percent level, **indicates statistically significant at 5 percent level, ***indicates

statistically significant at 1 percent level.

SSI recipients who also receive disability insur-
ance benefits and those who have earned income have
odds ratios that indicate a greater likelihood of using
an ABLE account. The estimated odds ratio for those
receiving DI benefits is 1.28 relative to those who are
not receiving DI benefits for those in current pay, and
it is 1.80 for those in non-pay due to excess income.
The likelihood of ABLE account use increases with
the number of months of earned income, with esti-
mated odds ratios for those in current pay increasing
from 1.83 for those with 1 through 12 occurrences of
earnings to 5.94 for those with 61 or more months of
earnings. For those in non-pay due to excess income,
the estimated odds ratios increase from 1.59 for those
with 1 through 12 occurrences of earnings to 4.28 for
those with 61 or more months of earnings. We note
that tenure on the SSI program does not appear to
explain the estimated odds ratio for those in current
pay with 61 or more months of earnings as the esti-
mated odds of ABLE account use are greater than
1 for all the tenure groups relative to those with 60
or more months since SSI payment eligibility. For
those in non-pay, we note that the estimated odds
ratio is 0.60 for within 1 year of SSI payment eligi-
bility indicating that they have a lower likelihood of
ABLE account participation relative to those with 61
or more months since SSI payment eligibility. After
accounting for those also receiving DI benefits, the
odds ratios for unearned income occurrences indicate

lower odds for those with unearned income relative to
those without among those in current pay. For those
in non-pay due to excess income, the estimated odds
ratios are not statistically significant.

4. Discussion

The number of SSI recipients with an ABLE
account has steadily grown since 2016 and over
58,000 SSI recipients had opened an account as of
December 2021. The ABLE account participation
rate reached 1.1 percent of SSI recipients who are
receiving an SSI payment as of December 2021 and
whose SSI disability began before age 26. We show
that there is substantial heterogeneity in participation
rates by geographic location, by the availability of
state-level tax incentives within the state that the SSI
recipient resides, by demographic characteristics, and
by the number of months of earnings from work. The
heterogeneity in participation rates suggests that there
might be opportunities to increase ABLE account
participation rates among SSI recipients.

Outreach efforts or informational campaigns are
one opportunity to increase ABLE account partic-
ipation. We find high participation rates for those
with primary health impairments that include congen-
ital anomalies (e.g., downs syndrome, spina bifida)
and autism spectrum disorders. For these two impair-
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ment types, there are strong advocacy organizations
and networks that provide information on ABLE
accounts which might contribute to the high partici-
pation rates. We also document higher participation
rates within states that offer state-level tax incentives,
and the information provided through the state tax
system may contribute to higher participation rates.
Our findings show low participation rates among
groups who prefer communications in Spanish or
who prefer communications in other languages, and
information on ABLE accounts may not be as read-
ily available to those with limited English proficiency.
Thus, one possible explanation for the low participa-
tion rates among those who prefer communications
in languages other than English is an informational
barrier. These findings suggest a potential for out-
reach and informational campaigns to increase ABLE
account participation among SSI recipients.

Our assessment of other research on outreach
efforts targeting SSI recipients further supports the
potential for such efforts to increase ABLE account
participation. For example, a randomized controlled
trial of an information letter sent to a group of Social
Security beneficiaries who might also be eligible for
an SSI payment showed a significant effect on SSI
applications and SSI awards (Hemmeter et al., 2021).
Another example is a randomized controlled trial of
informational letters sent to SSI recipients on their
SSI wage reporting responsibilities that showed a
significant increase in wage reporting (Zhang et al.,
2021). The State agencies responsible for administer-
ing ABLE account plans might be able to adopt such
an approach to provide individuals with the infor-
mation they need to determine whether they might
benefit from establishing an ABLE account. Design-
ing the roll-out of an outreach effort in a way that
would support a rigorous evaluation could provide
evidence on how outreach efforts increase the ABLE
account participation rate.

Enhancing the financial incentives to contribute
to ABLE accounts may be another opportunity to
increase participation. While our results are only sug-
gestive, the larger participation rates among states
that offer a tax incentive indicate a potential for incen-
tives to increase participation. Our findings also show
that Oregon, which is the only state that offers a
refundable tax credit to its residents who contribute to
ABLE accounts, has participation rates that are over
three times the corresponding national participation
rates. We also find a high participation rate in Nevada,
and that the high participation rate in the state is
driven by a very large increase in ABLE accounts that

coincided with the introduction of the TOTS grant
program. Pilot projects that have offered low-income
tax filers with matching funds to accompany Individ-
ual Retirement Account contributions have proven to
be effective at increasing savings among low-income
households (Duflo et al., 2006). Recent evidence from
the Assets to Independence demonstration shows that
a specialized savings program for low-income house-
holds that included financial incentives and assistance
resulted in a significant increase in asset ownership
and a significant reduction in the percentage of partic-
ipants reporting they were worse off financially (Mills
et al., 2019; McKernan et al., 2020). Taken together,
these findings make a compelling case for conducting
more rigorous evaluations on the effects of enhancing
financial incentives on ABLE account participation.
For example, randomized controlled trials that test
the effects of financial incentives similar to refund-
able tax credits could provide a stronger evidence
base to inform policy.

A third opportunity to increase ABLE account par-
ticipation rates is through simplification, technical
assistance, or some combination of the two. The rules
for ABLE accounts can be complex and some of
the information on state programs could be burden-
some to understand. Some state program descriptions
are as long as 130 pages with complex information
about program requirements and investment risks.
Many SSIrecipients might not have enough technical
knowledge to understand the risks of investing and
that might deter them from opening and contribut-
ing to an ABLE account. Others have identified such
“knowledge gaps” as an explanation for under-saving
among low-income households (Karlan et al., 2014).
It is possible that simplifying the information on
ABLE accounts combined with additional technical
assistance from a trusted source could increase ABLE
account participation among SSI recipients. Forma-
tive evaluations of small pilot programs designed to
bridge the knowledge gap would be useful to identify
promising programs. The results from such forma-
tive evaluations would help determine how to proceed
toward implementing ongoing programs that could
increase ABLE account participation among those
who are eligible for them.

Our exploratory analysis on the differences in
ABLE account use by race, ethnicity, and limited
English proficiency indicate that structural barriers
may affect the use of ABLE accounts. Examples of
such barriers may include discrimination in adminis-
trative practices and information sharing (Ray et al.,
2022), as well as labor market discrimination that
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leads to lower income levels among individuals, fam-
ily members, or members of social networks who
may contribute to the individual’s ABLE account
(Bertrand and Duflo, 2017). Our exploratory analysis
is limited to Social Security program data, and we do
not have the information needed to assess the relative
importance of different structural barriers on the use
of ABLE accounts. Community-engaged research
would be required to gain a fuller understanding of
any structural barriers and potential solutions (Brown
et al., 2020).

5. Conclusion

Our findings represent a first step toward gain-
ing a better understanding of ABLE account use
among SSI recipients. Only 1.1 percent of SSI recip-
ients in current pay who are definitely eligible for
ABLE accounts have an account, and there may be
informational barriers, financial barriers, or barriers
associated with the complexity of the program that
prevent individuals and families from using ABLE
accounts to help them maintain their health, indepen-
dence, and quality of life. Taking the next step by
using our results to develop pilot projects or demon-
strations can provide the evidence needed to remove
barriers to savings and increase economic mobility
among low-income households.
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