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Benefits navigation is not just about preserving SSI or Medi-Cal. It is also about building a repeatable system for reporting,
renewals, health coverage transitions, housing, work, and the quality-of-life supports that make a plan actually livable.

Families are often blindsided by beneficiary designations, relatives’ estate plans, trustee selection, reporting systems, life-
stage transitions, waiver programs, and the quality-of-life details that future caregivers need.

Before moving money, changing housing, starting work, naming a beneficiary, or accepting an inheritance, stop and ask:
how does this fit the full plan? That pause prevents many of the most expensive mistakes.

Avoid the most common accidental mistakes

e Do not leave gifts, inheritances, or beneficiary designations uncoordinated.

e Do not assume informal rent support, cash support, or shared bills are harmless.

e Do not let family members use different strategies without one coordinated plan.

e Update life insurance, retirement, annuity, and payable-on-death beneficiary designations before a crisis.

e Review UTMA/UGMA accounts, 529 plans, settlements, child support, and other income or assets before money moves.
e  Keep trust funds, ABLE funds, and personal accounts separate, with clear rules and records.

Choose the right tools for the right assets

Many families know they may need a Special Needs Trust, but the more important question is which type, for which assets, and
when. A stand-alone third-party SNT may be the right destination for future gifts and inheritances. Assets already belonging to the
beneficiary may require a different structure. Some families need more than one trust, plus an ABLE account for day-to-day
flexibility.

e  Match the trust structure to the source of the money.

e  Coordinate beneficiary designations before a crisis.

e Make sure Grandparents, siblings, and other relatives know where gifts and inheritances should go.

e Before naming a trustee or fiduciary, ask whether they truly handle SNTs, what fees are included, and who serves as backup.
e  Use the ABLE account as a complementary spending tool, not as a substitute for full planning.

Benefits navigation is paperwork, timing, and follow-through — not just eligibility

This is one of the biggest missing pieces in many family plans. Preserving eligibility is only the beginning. Families need a
repeatable system for reporting, renewals, notices, appeals, and the people responsible for each step.

e Track application dates, annual renewals, redeterminations, and case notices in one place.

e Keep copies of award letters, denials, overpayment notices, and appeal deadlines.

e Create a wage-reporting routine for any earned income.

e Assign who reports changes in address, school status, marital status, living arrangement, and household support.

e Keep one benefits binder or secure digital folder with passwords, contacts, case numbers, notices, and instructions.



Build the transitions map early

Families often focus on the current benefit, but major life stages can change the system. Turning 18, starting work, moving out,
inheriting money, receiving a settlement, a parent retiring, or a parent dying can all trigger a benefits review or open up a new
category of support.

e Age 18: decision-making tools, SSI rules, parental deeming changes, and adult-provider transitions.

e  Work: wage reporting, budgeting, and planning around benefit reductions or changes.

e  Housing change: rent agreements, household contributions, and support documentation.

e  Parent retirement, disability, or death: review DAC/CDB, Medicare timing, and Medi-Cal coordination.

e Unexpected money: pause before accepting, retitling, or moving funds so the right structure can be set up first.

Look beyond SSI and Medi-Cal

Families sometimes stop after they secure the best-known programs. But quality of life often depends on finding, coordinating,
and keeping the right additional supports in place.

e Regional Center services and person-centered planning

e Self-Determination Program opportunities and budget design

e |HSS or other caregiving-hour support where available

e  Medi-Cal waivers, HCBS supports, and care coordination programs

e School-to-adult transition planning, vocational supports, and transportation options

e Representative payee, trustee support, benefits advocacy, or case management when daily systems are fragile

Protect quality of life, not just technical eligibility

The goal is not just to preserve benefits, but to preserve the routines, relationships, supports, and opportunities that make life feel

safe, meaningful, and worth living.

e  Write down housing preferences, roommate fit, and backup options.

e Plan for day program or work goals, transportation, friendships, and meaningful routines — not just survival.
e Budget for social life, recreation, memberships, travel training, adaptive technology, and respite.

e Document communication style, comfort strategies, triggers, sensory needs, and calming routines.

e Identify the people, places, and activities that bring joy, confidence, belonging, and continuity.

e  Plan backup caregiving and burnout prevention before a crisis.

Keep the plan clean, documented, and reviewable

e Separate SNT, ABLE, and personal funds.

e Keep short annual summaries of major decisions, distributions, and benefits changes.

e Review beneficiary designations, successor trustees, agents, caregivers, contact lists, and the Letter of Intent every year.
e Update the plan after work changes, health changes, family deaths, moves, school exits, or caregiver burnout.

e |dentify anyone who should not serve, and name backups before a crisis.

IMPORTANT ADVISORY: This handout is educational and not legal, tax, or benefits advice. Rules can vary by

program category and individual facts. Confirm with a qualified specialist before acting.



