
A. Understanding the target population

Disability is an extremely broad term. According to the Americans with Disability Act (ADA), the 
term disability means that an individual has a physical or mental impairment that substantially 
limits one or more major life activities of such individual.24 Disabilities can be short-term (a broken 
leg from a work injury), newly acquired (hearing difficulties that come with age), or life-long 
(being born blind or with a developmental disability). Simply stated, it is nearly impossible to 
generalize the needs of the population of people with disabilities since they are so diverse. 
However there are broad trends among people living with a disability. 

 Overall, individuals with disabilities face large 
disparities in education, earnings, health, and 
financial capability compared to those without 
disabilities. The points below are by no means 
exhaustive, but highlight specific trends that are 
preliminary starting points for understanding your 
potential borrowers. Partnering with organizations 
that serve people with disabilities in your 
community, and seeking input from individuals with 
disabilities within your community are essential ways 
to better understand your future borrowers’ needs.

Individuals with disabilities have disproportionately low-incomes and lower rates of 

labor force participation compared to Americans without disabilities. According to the 
US Census Bureau, almost 1 in 3 people with disabilities lives in poverty.25 People with 
disabilities are more likely to be unemployed or underemployed, and earn less compared to 
people without disabilities.26 An estimated one in five people with disabilities cannot work 
as a result of their disability.27 Due to limited income, many people with disabilities struggle 
to make ends meet.28 

24 Social Security Administration. “Facts.” Retrieved from https://www.ssa.gov/disabilityfacts/facts.html
25  U.S. Census Bureau. (2013, September). "Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2012."
26   Conroy, Nicole, Katherine McDonald, Michael Morris, Elizabeth Jennings. (2014, July 22). Financial Capability of Adults with Disabilities: 

Findings from the FINRA Investor Education Foundation 2012 National Financial Capability Study. National Disability Institute.
27 Ibid
28 Ibid
29 Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990, As Amended. Retrieved from ada.gov.

AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES 

ACT (ADA):

The ADA, passed in 1990 and amended 

since, “prohibits discrimination and 

ensures equal opportunity for persons 

with disabilities in employment, State 

and local government services, public 

accommodations, commercial facilities, 

and transportation.”29
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Individuals with disabilities are less likely to access or utilize mainstream financial 

services and products than those without disabilities. Many people (almost 6 million) with 
disabilities are unbanked, meaning they don’t have a bank account, or underbanked—they 
have a bank account but also use financial products outside the banking system.30 Nearly 
half of households with disabilities have no credit profile.31 For those who do, unpaid 
medical bills are more likely to harm their credit rating than among Americans without 
disabilities.32 In addition, in a recent survey only 40% of households with a disability reported 
having any savings, and even fewer had money in a savings account.33 Many people with 
disabilities report avoiding financial services/products because they do not have enough 
money to use them.34  Some may also distrust financial institutions, seeing them as places 
that do not represent their best interests. 

Individuals with disabilities relying on public benefits must consider how financial 

decisions will affect their benefits. Supplemental Security Income (SSI) pays benefits to 
individuals with a disability based on financial need. Social Security Disability Insurance 
(SSDI) pays benefits to individuals if they have worked long enough and paid Social Security 
taxes. Of those with disabilities, almost 14 million individuals under the age of 65 receive 
social security benefits through either SSDI and/or SSI because of a disability and are 
therefore likely living on a fixed income.35 SSDI benefits come with earning restrictions while 
SSI come with both earning and asset limits—caps on the amount of savings and other 
assets—that individuals must take into account when making financial decisions such as 
saving or purchasing a new asset (see the box below on Public Assistance and Asset Limits.)

Establishing and maintaining SSDI and SSI benefits has many complexities, which are 

impacted by earned income, ability to work with a disability, or likelihood of a disability 

improving. The Social Security Administration funds the Work Incentive Planning Assistance 
(WIPA) Program to provide community-based work incentives expertise to beneficiaries of 
Social Security or Supplemental Security Income benefits based on disability. To contact the 
program in your area or state go the Social Security Administration WIPA website. 

30 Conroy, Nicole, Katherine McDonald, Michael Morris, Elizabeth Jennings. (2015, April 30). Banking Status and Financial Behaviors  of Adults 
with Disabilities Findings from the 2013 FDIC National Survey of Unbanked and Underbanked Households. National Disability Institute.

31  ibid 
32  ibid
33  ibid
34  Social Security Administration. (2017, July) Monthly Statistical Snapshot. Retrieved from https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/quickfacts/

stat_snapshot/.
35 Ortman, Jennifer M., Victoria A. Velkoff, and Howard Hogan. An Aging Nation: The Older Population in the United States, Current 

Population Reports, P25-1140. U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC. 2014.

PRODUCTS-IN-A-BOX TOOLKITS ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY TOOLKIT 

https://www.ssa.gov/work/WIPA.html


The U.S. has a growing elderly population and rates of disability increase with age. 

Between 2012 and 2050, the population of those over 65 is projected to double. As people 
age, their likelihood of developing a disability increases. Currently more than a third of 
adults over 65 have a disability.36  

Individuals with disabilities may have someone else managing their finances. If an 
individual is not able to manage finances on their own, they may have a representative 
payee—a family member, friend, or payee professional who has authority to manage their 
finances on their behalf.37 This may mean that the AT beneficiary is the borrower, but their 
representative payee is responsible for making the loan payments. If the representative 
payee is a family member or friend, they may also opt to co-sign on the loan. 

PUBLIC ASSISTANCE AND ASSET LIMITS

Asset limits restrict the amount of resources a household can own while maintaining eligibility 

for public assistance. Asset limits and countable assets vary by program. Social Security Disability 

Insurance (SSDI) does not have asset limits, whereas to receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI), 

an individual cannot have more than $2000 in assets. Countable assets under SSI include cash, 

money in a checking or savings account, stocks and bonds, amount of money in a life insurance 

policy over $1500, household and personal items valued over $2000, and any vehicles or real estate 

beyond a primary vehicle or house. Medicaid has similar asset limits, which vary from state to state. 

If you are working with an individual that receives public assistance, be sure to visit the program’s 

website for more detailed and up-to-date information on asset limits and other eligibility guidelines.  

ABLE Accounts (see box on ABLE Accounts below) provide a way for some public assistance 

beneficiaries with disabilities to save without affecting the strict asset limits.

36 Kraus, Lewis. (2017). 2016 Disability Statistics Annual Report. Durham, NH: University of New Hampshire. 
37 A representative payee is typically someone who must apply for and be appointed by the Social Security Administration. (SSA) Once 

approved, the payee can receive the social security or SSI benefits of anyone that can’t manage their own benefits. According to SSA 
“A payee’s main duties are to use the benefits to pay for the current and future needs of the beneficiary, and properly save any benefits 
not needed to meet current needs. A payee must also keep records of expenses. When we request a report, a payee must provide an 
accounting to us of how he or she used or saved the benefits.” Being a payee is not the same as power of attorney or having a joint bank 
account. Source: Social Security Administration, https://www.ssa.gov/payee/faqrep.htm.
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ABLE ACCOUNTS

Able Accounts, established under the ABLE 

Act of 2014, are tax-advantageous savings 

accounts for individuals with disabilities 

and their families. ABLE accounts’ savings 

do not affect eligibility for Social Security 

Disability Insurance, Supplemental Security 

Income, Medicaid, and other public 

benefits. Eligibility for ABLE accounts are 

limited to individuals who have lived with a 

disability prior to the age of 26. Currently, 

the total amount of ABLE account 

contributions per year cannot exceed 

$15,000. The ABLE National Resource 

Center has more information about ABLE 

accounts and the ABLE Act here. 

Assistive Technology Act Programs (ATAPs) can 
help people with disabilities access community 
assistance, or find used AT equipment (to buy or 
borrow). Even with ATAP support, there is often 
still a need for credit. Individuals may turn to 
nonprofit lenders for an AT loan because their 
insurance does not cover all or part of the cost of 
the technology that they want, they don’t qualify 
for a loan from a bank, and/or don’t have enough 
savings or assistance to pay for it. Sometimes, 
funding opportunities restrict consumer choice. 
For instance, some insurance companies restrict 
what type of AT a consumer can purchase 
(including but not limited to hearing aids, braille 
notes, closed-circuit televisions, scooters, and 
computers). An AT loan allows consumers to pick 
the technology that they like the best. 

Key considerations for working with people with disabilities

Is your office ADA compliant? (see the Accessibility Assessment Checklist and guide to 
Creating an Inclusive Environment for Your Financial Education Program in Appendix A).

Can you accommodate borrowers with hearing, sight, or other physical impairments during 
appointments and trainings? Would you consider providing services remotely?

Do you have knowledge of different funding sources for AT?  If not, can you connect 
clients to someone who does?

Do you understand how public benefits may be impacted by acquiring new AT? If not, can 
you connect clients to someone who does?

Do staff have the training in cultural competency necessary to work with individuals with 
disabilities? This includes using people-first language (see Box X). 

Can staff help clients to understand the implications of their financial choices while 
maintaining objectivity, avoiding judgment and staying realistic? 
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USING PEOPLE-FIRST LANGUAGE

Ensuring that your organization is accommodating to people with disabilities can mean physical 

changes to your office, and smaller changes, such as incorporating “people-first” language as 

a common practice among staff. People-first language means putting the person before their 

disability, rather than conflating their identity with their medical diagnosis. For example, referring 

to an individual as a person with a disability rather than as a disabled person. Appendix A has a 

longer list of people-first terms. 

www.ablenrc.org/about/what-are-able-accounts

