What is a “Benefits Counselor or Planner?”

Purpose:  The Benefits Planner collects data on individual’s current benefit status, provides critical analysis of impact of work and earnings on these benefits, and makes recommendations to the individual and their employment coordination team as to safety nets and on-going benefit management plans that should be put into place as the individual develops a plan for employment.

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES

Network Building  

· Conducts outreach to key stakeholders including individuals with disabilities, their families, advocates and providers, and employment coordination teams.

· Shares information regarding SSA disability/return to work programs and work incentives provisions across stakeholder groups.

· Identifies individuals and cultivates SSA-related expertise to expand network of advisement supports available within State.

Individualized Comprehensive Benefits Advisement

· Identifies and documents personal demographics.

· Profiles individual’s benefit status including: type and amount of benefits (SSI or SSDI); types and amounts of unearned income (e.g. Pell Grants, TANF, food stamps, state subsidized housing, HUD, and other subsidies); earned income and/or wages from self-employment; health insurance status; and, for SSDI, number of trial work period and extended period of eligibility months used.

· Assesses and identifies current work status including: supports and subsidy provided; past/present service providers; work history and references; and, history of impact of work on benefits in the past.

· Conducts analysis of information described above.

· Analyzes the potential impact of different employment alternatives and use of work incentives on benefit status.

· Develops report highlighting and outlining options and recommendations for consideration as part of the career development and employment process.

· Supports the individual, their key stakeholders, and the employment coordination team in understanding the report and defining next steps for both the individual being served and the benefits advisor.

Benefits Management Planning (if deemed appropriate and needed)
· Assists the individual, their key stakeholders, and the employment coordination team in making informed choices and establishing both employment-related goals as well as needed benefit management supports.

· Assists the individual, the key stakeholders, and the employment coordination team in incorporating benefits management goals and objectives into existing service delivery planning constructs (e.g. Individualized Education Program, Individual Plan for Employment, Individual Service Plan, etc.).

· Informs the individual, their key stakeholders, and the employment coordination team of events that may affect reporting, reviews, redeterminations, documentation and other areas.

· Ensures that a comprehensive plan has been developed that identifies: supports/activities needed; time frames; responsibilities and roles; desired outcomes; resources needed; and quality indicators.

· Provides or identifies providers of proactive benefits management and monitoring including, but not limited to: intermittent wellness visits (every 3-6 months as prescribed by team); regular ongoing communication via phone, letter, e-mail, etc.; updating knowledge and information sharing of impact of new policies on benefit and employment status; provision of crisis management supports; information and referral; and, problem solving and advocacy.

· Assesses, evaluates, and informs on issues regarding SSI including, but not limited to: age 18 redeterminataion and possible shifts to either SSI as an adult, SSDI/DAC, denial of continued benefits or continuation of benefits if enrolled in an approved vocational rehabilitation programs; 1619(b); increase in earned and unearned income; increase in resources; marital status; living arrangements; inkind supports; over and underpayment; continuing disability review; and use of work incentives.
· Assesses, evaluates and informs on issues regarding SSDI including, but not limited to: trial work period, extended period of eligibility and grace period; continuing disability review; extended Medicare coverage; and loss of job.1
For more information about how to receive benefit planning services or to learn how to be a benefit planner,  please contact:

Jennifer Jones

Alaska Works Initiative

(907) 264-6259

1-800-243-2199

anjj@uaa.alaska.edu

1 O’Mara, Susan & Kregel, John (2000).  Current Efforts by State Projects to Design & Deliver Benefits Planning & Assistance Services.  SPI Courier Express,  19-20.  





