
S P E C I A L  N E E D S  T R U S T S
Frequently Asked Questions

SAMPLE



A Special Needs Trust is meant to supplement, not replace, government benefits. The Trustee has complete 
discretion over trust assets and decides how and when money is spent on the beneficiary’s behalf. As long as 
the Trustee uses the trust fund appropriately, SSI and Medicaid administrators will ignore the trust property 
for program eligibility purposes and any benefits the beneficiary is receiving will not be interrupted.

How does a Special Needs Trust work?

SPECIAL NEEDS TRUST

Trustee pays vendors directly 
for items or services for the 
beneficiary that are beyond 

the minimal support provided 
by government programs

BENEFICIARY
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GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS

Provide monthly cash benefits 
& health insurance coverage

What types of payments can be made from a Special Needs Trust?

Special Needs Trusts are designed to pay for comforts and luxuries beyond the minimal support provided 
by public assistance programs. If money from the trust is used for food or shelter costs on a regular basis 
or distributed directly to the beneficiary, such payments may count as income to the beneficiary, which can 
affect eligibility for government benefits like Medicaid and SSI. 

Generally, trust funds can be used for items and services that improve the beneficiary’s quality of life, such as:

Home furnishings Vehicles Education Physical 
rehabilitation

Travel and 
entertainmentSAMPLE



It’s very important that the Trustee understands the government programs that are available to the 
beneficiary and the rules that determine eligibility for those benefits. As Trustee, you need to understand 
whether and to what extent trust payouts might jeopardize the beneficiary’s eligibility for government 
benefits. The main program with financial eligibility restrictions is SSI and many other programs use SSI 
standards for qualification, so make sure you study SSI rules carefully. Refer to www.ssa.gov for more 
information about SSI eligibility requirements.

What should I focus on as Trustee of a Special Needs Trust?

How do I know which investments to use in a Special Needs Trust?

Longevity of trust                     
What is the beneficiary’s life 

expectancy?

Nature of disability               
Is the beneficiary’s disability   

likely to become more severe 
over time?

Accessibility            
Will modification to housing be 

required? 

Out-of-pocket health care costs                     
What will be the cost of health 

care beyond Medicaid? 

Supplemental items & services 
What are the costs for those 
activities that enhance the 
beneficiary’s quality of life?

Independence           
Will a home health aide be 

necessary? 
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Determining which investments to use in a Special Needs Trust depends on, among other things, the nature 
of the beneficiary’s disability. It’s important to take stock of the beneficiary’s current and projected age, health, 
and the likelihood of the beneficiary being able to live independently. Read the trust document and any 
attendant Letter of Intent to understand the level of future care the Trustmaker hoped to provide with trust 
funds. As Trustee, it’s your job to carry out the wishes of the Trustmaker, so the investments you select for the 
trust need to support the Trustmaker’s desired outcomes.

Consider the answers to the questions below to help you understand how to invest in response:
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