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>> Welcome, everyone.  We'll begin in just four minutes.  If you want to introduce yourself right now in the questions and comments box while we're waiting to get started, you can type your name and title and where you're from there, and we'll get started shortly.  

>> Welcome, everyone, who's just joining.  We'll begin in just a few moments.  

Welcome to those who just joined us.  We'll begin in just a moment.  9:30.  So we'll get started.  Hello and welcome to this Massachusetts Employment First Webinar.  Financial Well Being:  Reframing the Benefits Conversation.  My name is Katie Allen and I'm just going to go over a few things with you before we begin the webinar.  So as participants, we ask that you listen to today's presentation through your computer speakers or headphones, but if you must call in to the webinar today, please mute your phones.  This is just to avoid broadcasting and recording any background noise from your environment to the webinar.  So if you are calling in today you can mute your phone by pressing star pound.  If you experience any connection issues during the webinar, first try closing all other internet applications, and then logging out and logging back in to the webinar.  And if you continue to experience technical difficulties, you can type your technical questions and comments in the questions and comments box on the right side of your screen.  We will answer your questions throughout the presentation today so you can type your questions and comments in that box on the right side of your screen any time, and we will just take your questions throughout the presentation.  If you would like a copy of the PowerPoint presentation, you can download it now from the files box on the lower right corner of your screen, and we also have a few handouts there that the presenters will discuss.  

After the webinar today, we'll have a link to the evaluation that will appear on the screen and you can copy and paste this link into your browser.  If you're a certified rehabilitation counselor, and you would like CRC credits for participating today, you must complete this evaluation in order to receive credits.  But we encourage everyone to take the evaluation just to help us improve our webinars.  So finally, this webinar is being recorded.  It will be archived on the Massachusetts Employment First Web site, which is www.employmentfirstma.org.  After the live webinar.  So I'll introduce your presenters today.  We have Rick Kugler, who's a training associate at the Institute for community inclusion and Cindy Thomas, who's the community director of the Institute for Community Inclusion and I'm going to hand it over to them.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Good morning, and welcome, everyone.  My name is Rick Kugler from the Institute for Community Inclusion, and what we're going to do to start off with is we're going to ask you to fill out a couple of poll questions.  There's two poll questions here you should see on your screen, and it's, you know, kind of complete the blank kind of a thing.  So how do you finish the sentence: Because I work and earn money, I can... and then we would ask you to take a look at the other.  It says: If I earned more money, I might be able to... so let's just take a minute and watch people fill that in.  

   You can pay your bills, have more money, travel.  Somebody else is paying their bills.  Vacations.  Yeah.  Who doesn't like those?  Somebody else is again paying their bills.  We got a lot of people that have a lot of bills on the call.  Afford to keep my car on the road.  Very good.  Get an apartment.  

   Take another minute.  Support my family.  Choose how to spend my free time.  Pay off my student loan debt quicker.  A lot of people have that hanging over their head.  So folks, what I see is kind of interesting about this answer is, you know, if I have money, you know, people are talking about very concrete things, paying bills, getting by.  On the other question, if people had more money, they're talking, again, more about goals, you know, what I'd like my life to look like, you know, what I'd like to see my future to look like.  So I appreciate you taking a few minutes to complete those polls.  Cindy, do you have any comments on the polls before we go on to the next slide?  

>> Cindy Thomas:  I do not.  Thanks, Rick.  I just want to say hello.  I'm Cindy Thomas, as Katie said, with the Institute for Community Inclusion and look forward to joining you for this conversation today.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Thank you, Cindy! So we talk about ‑‑ I'm sorry, we talk about inclusion.  We talk about integration, trying to help people with disabilities live a more mainstream life, be part of their community.  So I think one slice or one facet of inclusion is economic inclusion.  So if we take a look at economic inclusion here in Massachusetts, compare people with disabilities to people without disabilities.  If you look at a feature like living below the poverty level, well, over three times as many people with disabilities live below the poverty level than people without disabilities.  7.8 percent compared to 27.5.  If we look at the employment rate, here in Massachusetts, people without disabilities, around 82 percent of those folks are working.  If we look at people with disabilities, and if we use the American Community Survey, this is like working age adults from 2016, they look at about 38.9 percent of people with disabilities are employed.  But if we look a little deeper, if we carve out folks with intellectual developmental type disabilities, we're only talking about 19 percent.  

And this last piece here, not working but actively looking for work.  So people without disabilities, over 20 percent of the people without disabilities who aren't working feel like they should be working, want to try to get out there and find a job.  If we look at people with disabilities, we're only looking at about 8.4 percent.  So I think that gives us questions to ask ourselves as people who support individuals with disabilities trying to be better members and be involved and be connected to their community.  Is it that 91 percent of people with disabilities don't want to work?  Well, that's not really the case.  I mean, there's a lot of research out there, and while the numbers vary, you know, I've heard between 30 and 60 percent, you know, for a lot of people with disabilities, the goal is to work.  So why doesn't it seem like they're looking for work?  Did they try to find a job?  Didn't work out?  Maybe they're not getting the support they need to find that job.  Are they happy on their benefits check?  Well, I think most people on the call would agree, and I know a lot of beneficiaries would certainly agree, you know, a life on disability benefits certainly isn't lucrative.  

   So the question is, you know, is there an issue of expectation here, you know, that people with disabilities, you know, they have ‑‑ there's lower expectations about, you know, them taking their place in the labor force.  

   Moving on to the next slide.  So why are we talking about poverty?  Okay.  Basically speaking, a lifetime on benefits is a lifetime in poverty.  People who survive on a benefits check, you know, they're not getting what they want.  They're basically getting by on what's left over.  You know, their economic security, and, you know, things they might want to do with their money, like you filled out in the polls just a few minutes ago, that's decided by congress, the senate.  You know, it's not ‑‑ it's out of their control if they're just depending on that benefit.  And poverty equals insecurity.  So folks, if individuals depend just on a disability check of some kind, SSI or SSDI check, they might have enough to get by, but what happens if things don't work out the way they thought?  Take, for example, somebody who's getting by on their Social Security check, and suppose they lose their purse.  Cell phone was in their purse, their $80 a month trans pass was in their purse.  What can they do to replace that?  Do they have a chance to replace that?  You know, I mean, if they are working, you know, if you're poor, one flat tire can be the difference between you getting to work and not getting to work.  So, you know, it's key to look at individuals and their goals, and whether or not a lifetime of poverty gets them anywhere near that.  And, of course, I don't think that it does.  

   So one of the most significant barriers to work for people with disabilities is the potential loss of benefits.  I think most people would agree that when you start talking about employment, people going back to work, probably the fear of losing benefits is one of the top barriers that people report.  And you can see a legitimate concern and why people would have it.  If anybody's helped anybody apply for Social Security benefits, it can be a very arduous process.  I mean, the application process is, as they say, O‑M‑G.  It's difficult, it's confusing, sometimes people have to hire attorneys in order to secure those benefits.  The other issue is the type of benefits people receive, the number of benefits people receive.  Some people have a very complex array of benefits.  They get food stamps.  They get housing subsidies, they get a cash benefit, they get some other kind of benefit.  So the idea of rocking the boat is very difficult, you know, they don't want to take that chance.  Many people have heard that when people who receive SSI or SSDI go back to work that there's work invest to do that, and these work incentives are going to be more effective for people than others.  Even though they apply the same work incentive to the same benefit, at the end of the day, you know, a person's capacity to work, their availability of getting a job in their local labor market, you know, all these things play into how effective those work incentives can be.  Now, my experience, one of the key issues is the potential loss of benefits, or more or less it's the perception of the loss of benefits.  All too often, people who work with individuals with disabilities feel that earnings and benefits are mutually exclusive.  In other words, you either collect a benefit or you work.  If you work, you don't get a benefit.  If you get benefits, you can't work.  And really, nothing could be further from the truth.  So it's a key thing.  And the work incentives can be very complex, and we're going to talk about more resources that might help you with work incentives.  But a lot of times people look at it and the information seems so complicated, seems overwhelming.  It just seems like I'll never understand that.  So the best thing I can do is not take a chance and stick with that benefit.  

   Do we have any questions before we move on?  Are there any questions in the box there, Katie?  I don't see any.  Okay.  We'll move on to the next.  

   So folks, we have another poll here for you.  And there's going to be two questions on this poll.  One, I'm sure you've encountered folks who suppress their earnings, and what we mean by that is that the individual could work, they could earn more, but they choose not to.  So folks have ideas that there's positive consequences of suppressing those earnings, and folks have ideas that there are negative consequences of suppressing those earnings.  So if you wouldn't mind, let's take a look at some of the answers folks have.  

   We have keep benefits secure, limit earnings potential.  Saving money.  That's an interesting one.  Actually, I think saving money might be able to go into both those boxes.  Advancement in their employment.  Do we have any other answers here on the poll?  Keeping benefits secure, saving money, know that there would be at least a minimum amount of income.  Limited social interactions.  Limited spending.  I don't get a raise.  I have less time in my community.  Avoiding change.  There you go.  That's certainly a fair ‑‑ 

   So as we look at these, you know, we look at keeping benefits secure.  Winning failures.  Okay.  There's another one.  I'll take a couple minutes.  People are still typing in there.  Folks, as I compare these two boxes, we look at positive consequences of suppressing earnings, and the negative consequences, the positive consequences seem more focused on the benefit.  The negative consequences of suppressing it seem more focused on life.  You know, how you want your life to look.  So, you know, folks have to make individualized decisions, you know, based on their capacity to work, their opportunities, you know, what they feel they can do.  But ultimately, when folks suppress their income, they remain insecure, okay?  Even though there's, in a sense, you know, we could say that it's better to collect that benefit, you know, I mean, it's like a leaky row boat, and, you know, swimming in the bay.  I mean, it's better to be, you know, at least to some degree of security floating in the boat than it is to be, you know, floundering there in the water.  But at the end of the day, well, we can say money doesn't buy happiness, it certainly contributes to choice.  Opportunity and choice.  And you know, as long as folks suppress those earnings, you know, they're not going to have the opportunity to make those choices.  They're going to have less autonomy, you know, and so consequently, you know, many times people really sell their goals short by being obsessed with protecting the benefit rather than looking at their life's goals, and how the benefits and work incentives around benefits, can help them achieve those goals.  

   Moving on to the next slide.  Some of this, folks, we could look at as perception.  You know, there's an old saying that if your only tool is a hammer, then you run around looking for nails.  So in many respects, we're in the disability service system.  Walk into the room.  We see the client we're working with, maybe family members, other support folks.  What are we talking about?  How do we see things?  I mean, do we walk in there and do we say, how's everything going?  What do you need?  What's wrong?  I mean, do we look at this relationship as a relationship of, you know, my job is to fix the problems the individual has?  Or do we look at, well, I certainly have to answer solve problems, help a person, you know, get through something that's not working out.  But are we offering him a vision, you know, are we really discussing with them, well, what does your life look like now?  Do you like the way it looks?  Would you like it to look differently?  If it did look differently, what would you like it to look like?  So in addition to just solving the problems, do we have an opportunity in our work to really help people develop a vision?  Develop a goal?  It's something I want the lady to think about.  And I'm going to pass this off to Cindy.  Thanks, Cindy.  

>> Cindy Thomas:  Thank you, Rick.  I'll address some of the comments in the box in just a moment.  I think if you haven't figured it out by now, this is not benefits 101 today.  But rather is an important conversation that we feel we'd like to have with you, and we hope that you'll be able to perhaps then take into your work with individuals and families, because what we're really trying to do today is not to deny that some of the challenges around benefits exist, but to begin to think about how we reframe that conversation and how we talk about it differently with folks.  It is important to understand the basics and we're going to talk at the end of today about some resources that you can access but we'd like to challenge you today to think about, as you go back to your organization, meetings with individuals and families, that maybe you begin to have a little bit of a different conversation with them.  

   Adam commented that family members can often have that fear of losing benefits, even when the individual wants to pursue work.  And sometimes the family's relying on those benefits to pay rent and don't want to take that risk.  And that's a really significant issue.  We're going to talk a little bit more about that in terms of how we talk about that, and then also Peter brings up the issue, and there are some ‑‑ sometimes some things in terms of potential charges for care.  And I'll be perfectly honest today that I'm not up to date on how that's working with Massachusetts, if there's anyone on the webinar who wants to comment on that, but I don't ‑‑ sometimes there can be many either real or perceived barriers for individuals as we start to think about things that might change their benefit profile.  And that's kind of how I want to talk about it and think about it today.  Because that's really ‑‑ we're talking about kind of reframing this conversation and working to sort of really think more about people's goals and the financial implications of those goals and then how do we support them in moving forward.  

   So Rick's been talking a lot about poverty and the extent to which, when people stay on benefits it keeps them in poverty, and that limits their opportunities, and I think back to that very early ‑‑ those two pods we had up there where you sort of had the, you know, what do you use your money for, it's paying the bills, paying the mortgage, all the things ‑‑ what are the things that you would like to do if you had more money is really not completely, but often kind of aspirational, things are going to move us forward in our lives.  Even the person who said on the first side, paying my student loans, the second side was paying my student loans faster, which is about getting out of debt and ideally opening up more opportunities.  So these are sort of some of the ways that we're trying to think about this.  But there is more to moving out of poverty than just the conversation about money.  There's a need to consider, you know, mental and cognitive resources.  These include opportunities for education and training, opportunities to learn new things.  To what extent people have resources that are going to support them to really reach higher and be able to do new and challenging and interesting things in their lives.  

   Emotional resources are very critical in terms of whether it's people who support you.  It's self confidence that you have, and both of these also potentially speak to some of the issues around expectations that you have for yourself or perhaps that others have for an individual.  Physical resources are critical.  Things like access to stable housing, access to transportation.  All of those sort of basic kind of needs that are so essential, and those are critical for supporting people if they're going to move out of poverty.  If somebody doesn't have any kind of resources at all for transportation, it's going to be very hard for them to get a job that's going to really generate enough resources for them that they can reach their goals, whatever those might be.  

   And then relationships and role models.  And this is in particular where I think the expectation issue comes here.  Relationships with people who believe in you, have positive expectations for your future, and role models.  So if all the people that you work with or spend your days with are people who say ‑‑ tell you that you can't go to work, or perhaps have had negative experiences themselves with work, you're more likely to find yourself wondering whether it's really something for you.  And I know we've seen many providers that we talked to where they've had individuals who have been successful at work, who come back and are talking to their peers about that, that it's really been a positive ‑‑ it's provided ‑‑ they've been positive role models and sent a positive message to people that's encouraged them to think differently about how they might move forward.  And then social capital.  And under the social capital, I kind of put here, you know, we think about interpersonal relationships, but also what might be called social assets to help gain advantage.  I think here about the services and supports and the resources an individual might need to actually help them be successful.  And this ‑‑ you know, when we think about this, it comes out of some work done by Ruby Payne, and in particular a book called "Bridges Out of Poverty" that looks at some of the barriers to supporting people to move out of poverty and that's where the basis for some of this work comes so we're prying this for a little sort of context for today.  So let me talk a little bit about a person in my family, and I kind of put the picture up here intentionally of him with his niece because he's got the social capital, and he's got the role models and he's got the relationship part of some of those items that we saw.  When I talk about what are some of the elements that are critical to getting out of poverty, Dave has a lot of those in place.  He has an identity of himself as a worker.  He's had a pretty long work history.  He has a stable living environment.  He has access to the ride.  He's got family members who want him to go to work.  He's got some skills from his previous work experiences.  And he began to have access to some services and support that might help him get back to work.  But what was interesting is his first pass at ‑‑ like, he's had a long and lengthy work history.  All of his jobs were ones that his dad got him through networking and through his own contacts, and he had always worked in those jobs fairly independently.  So now he's in a different stage of his life, wants to go back to work, and the first attempt at that was a very interesting one.  On his first meeting with ‑‑ and I should mention that all of Dave's previous work experiences had been full‑time.  

   His first meeting with an employment consultant, he sat down, and the employment consultant, you know, did, you know, simple meet and greet, a little bit about his previous work history, and then said, okay, so I guess we're going to want to be looking for a part‑time job.  And Dave had been talking to me about wanting a full‑time job.  We paused.  And so I said well, why are you thinking a part‑time job?  And there were two things that came up.  The first being, well, because we want to protect his benefits.  And the second was that at that time, Dave was 56 years old, and the assumption was made about his physical endurance and well‑being.  So we don't want to wear him out.  We want to protect his benefits.  And that was how the conversation started.  

   Well, let me tell you a little bit about Dave.  Dave, as I mentioned, has worked full‑time pretty much all his life.  At that point that that conversation happened, Dave was working out in his basement, usually a solid three days a week, riding an exercise bike at high tension for 80 minutes, lifting weights.  A very fit and strong man.  And he also took pride in the fact that he was fit and strong.  

   And then the other part of that conversation is not to say that his benefits check wasn't important, but he hadn't only been on SSDI for probably a couple of years at that point, and the only reason he went on SSDI, and this was before the ACA, was because his dad had been paying over $800 a month for health insurance.  So the real reason that he went ‑‑ got on SSDI, sure the check was good, but it was really about getting rid of that $800 a month bill.  And he got Medicare, and then was able to reduce his healthcare costs to about a hundred dollars a month for a Medicare supplement.  So in this instance, and I realize many of the situations that you're working with are not kind of this straightforward, but in this instance, it really wasn't necessarily about the check.  It was about the health insurance.  And when you look in to what the options are for his Medicare, if he were to go to work and even if his SSDI checks stopped, he would be able to maintain that Medicare for a very lengthy period of time and given that he's 56 years old, fairly close to approaching sort of a retirement age.  And in addition, in these days with the ACA, we have other health insurance options that could have been available to him even if he weren't eligible for things like common help or Mass help.  So I tell you that story because I don't actually think it's atypical.  And it's often how we begin the conversation when we're talking to folks about going to work and we're talking to folks about their goals.  We often start with the benefits conversation, and that's where things begin.  

   So a couple of things that are here built in to this.  First of all, low expectations.  There's a woman who ‑‑ and I have to go Google it and find it, but there's a woman, a parent, who wrote an op ed piece in the New York Times a number of months ago, and she talked about how the most significant challenge that her daughter experienced and suffered from, if you will, was low expectation syndrome, and that what she found was frequently people didn't believe in her daughter.  They didn't have confidence in her, and their expectations were too low.  And in Dave's case, the expectation was that he needed a part‑time job because he was 56 years old, and anything else was probably going to wear him out and he wouldn't have the endurance.  So, you know, that wasn't about getting to know him, shooting high, it was kind of a little bit about settling.  

   The other issue we see is that ‑‑ is sort of a risk aversion, and I'm going to apply another concept here, which is surplus safety.  You know, we tend to take a more protective perspective, and on some level, you know, you and I don't not take a job because it might not work out.  I mean, when we go forward and we make a decision to take a job, we have every expectation that we're making a good decision that it will work out, and if it didn't work out, that somehow we kind of find another job.  When we think about people with disabilities, we don't have an expectation that if things go wrong, the person can recover.  So we take a very conservative, more risk‑averse kind of lens to it that is a more protective perspective and we basically apply surplus safety.  We are fearful that it might not work out and so because it might not work out, we can't take a chance on risking the benefits.  

   And so that's all mixed in with a whole bunch of attitudinal kinds of perspectives that we've been conditioned to have in our field.  And that they don't sort of imply that we really think not only can people do it, but if it doesn't work out, we'll figure out a way to help them get back to work just like everybody else would.  

   Now, I'm not naive enough to say that I think that that's always easy.  You know, having run employment services for many, many years, I know that some of the folks we support don't find jobs easily.  It can take more time, the kinds of opportunities that we're perhaps customizing might not come as quickly, but I have confidence that if someone goes to work and if, for some reason, they don't like the job, whatever, it doesn't work out, we can get back on that path and we should plan to get back on that path.  

   So this is a concept I really encourage you to sort of think about.  The other thing that I think is important is that we have a perception, and I think it was even in one of our polls at the beginning, or one of the reasons for suppressing earning, is this sense of security and stability that we have, that if people continue to receive benefits, that that provides stability.  But Rick's point that he made earlier I think is a really important one, whether it's one flat tire, one lost cell phone, you know, whatever that sort of crisis piece is, many of us hopefully have a little bit of enough play in our budget that while it might not be easy, cell phones are mighty expensive these days, to replace a cell phone, to get that tire fixed, to do whatever needs to be done to deal with some kind of issue that had a financial implication for us, being on benefits isn't really ‑‑ doesn't provide you that stability.  You're just that far from the edge.  You know, benefits ‑‑ and the only exception to that really is someone's getting a larger SSDI check, perhaps, based on, you know, a high‑earning parent who's now deceased or disabled.  But generally what we see with people is the benefit check level is just keeping them at the edge.  So it's not necessarily ‑‑ doesn't necessarily provide that level of stability that we sometimes think it does.  There's a myth there.  

   So I'm going to turn it over to Rick now to talk a little bit more about this.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Cindy, thank you.  So folks, I think we can ‑‑ I invite you to conclude that really suppressed earnings really equals a suppressed quality of life.  And really, when we talk about suppressing earnings, I think some people call it parking, where they learn less than they're capable of doing because of this fear, because of misunderstandings, you know, because of low expectations, you know, maybe from family members, friends, other types of service systems.  But suppressing earnings is really kind of a benefit‑centered philosophy, almost like an institutional kind of thought.  That, you know, in some respects, it's easier for people not to take a chance, you know, it's easier ‑‑ it seems like it might be easier for them.  It seems like it might be easier for case managers and other folks who are concerned that, you know, if things don't turn out the way we thought, then it's going to be a lot of work to get them righted again.  Peter had brought up about residential providers being obstacles.  I can think of a specific situation where we helped an individual get a part‑time job.  He worked there for a couple of months.  They really liked him.  They wanted to give him more hours.  He said he didn't want more hours.  Two months, two and a half months goes by.  He just stops showing up.  We did outreach.  He didn't come back to the program for a while.  A couple months later, he came back to us, and, you know, I said what happened?  I mean, you know, it seemed like you liked the job.  He goes, oh, yeah, I liked the job.  I liked working with the folks, I was good at it and stuff like that, but he said the problem is, you know, my residential house, you know, they said that they need my SSI check in order to pay for my rent, and when I started working, my SSI check was reduced.  So the residential supervisor basically said, you know, if you're going to continue to work, you're going to get yourself in trouble because you won't be able to continue to live here.  

   Now, situation, I mean, we really missed a good learning moment there because, you know, at the end of the day:when folks with SSI work, you know, they'll have more money at the end of the month, so we miss a learning moment to provide financial education to the individual with the disability, understand how he could budget his money, save enough money in order to meet his rent obligation and at the same time have enough money left over to have more choice and more autonomy in his life.  So, you know, in some respects if we look at it historically it's like, you know, they build institutions to serve people and unfortunately what happened over a long period of time is the institutions were designed to serve people, but it ended up being the people existing to keep the institution going, to perpetuate the institution.  So, you know, the ‑‑ at the end of the day, this idea, this benefit‑centered planning, the idea of this kind of not thinking about a person's goals, and not really looking at, you know, what could be, you know, is kind of like imprinting these limits on an individual with a disability, lowering their expectations, and unfortunately making them think that they shouldn't have the right to have what everybody else has who's, you know, a part of their community.  So how can we reframe this conversation?  And it's a big conversation and I'm going to pass it back to Cindy.  

>> Cindy Thomas:  Thanks, Rick.  So that is what we're trying to do today.  And I think we've been setting the stage for that is to reframe the conversation.  And be able to think about how are we going to talk about this differently.  And one of the things we wanted to do is just introduce a couple of concepts around financial well being.  And these aren't specific to people with disabilities.  These come from the Consumer Finance Protection Bureau, and really talk about what are some of the elements of financial well being.  And I thought it was very interesting here when I looked at this, was, you know, the degree to which, in general, from a financial well being point of view, we need to think both about the present, but also about the future.  We do need to think about security.  So we're not being naive here or not failing to acknowledge the fact that people need to have some stability and security of income in their lives, but then also some freedom of choice.  And so when we see individuals who financially are in a better place, that choice is part of what is going to be in their life.  And I notice that one of the responses that someone had on the ‑‑ why do they ‑‑ is it important to them to earn money, it was about paying the bills and supporting their family, but it was also about having the freedom to make some choices about their life.  And that's I think one of the critical concepts that we really want to think about.  

   I wonder, and I ask maybe the people to just comment in the chat a little bit, how often when you are in a meeting for someone in terms of a person‑centered planning meeting, or IFP meeting, that anyone talks about what an individual's financial goals are.  Is that ‑‑ and I'm just going to take a minute.  If someone could comment in the chat about what, if anybody, has found that financial goals are part of the conversation in any kind of person‑centered planning.  It's not been the experience that I've had that people talk broadly about what is it that people are trying to accomplish in their lives and what does the money need to look like in order to support them to accomplish those goals.  So I think this is a nice framework to think about and we have today one of the handouts is actually the flier that these tables come from, the two tables that I'm sharing, so I encourage you to download that and think about that.  

   And we are going to talk a little bit later today about some resources in terms of benefits planning.  I know some folks are talking about some scenarios that have come up that have been complicated.  And Peter, I'm glad to say that you discuss it broadly and maybe one of the things to think about as you move on from this webinar is beginning ‑‑ how we begin to sort of nail that down a little bit more, and maybe start to get more specific so we can help people think about, you know, what are their earnings targets, if they want to accomplish certain kinds of goals in their lives.  

   So some of the influences on financial well‑being, and again, I find this to be very kind of appropriate for our conversation today, is that we need to think obviously about people's social and economic environment, and this is where earlier in the webinar we had someone comment that oftentimes someone, SSI or SSDI check might be contributing to the family household's income, might be part of what supports the rent in the family.  And, you know, there's nothing wrong with that.  When my adult son was living at home, for a brief period of time after college, it was pretty much you either pay off your student loans or you pay me rent.  And if, you know, that was kind of the deal we had made.  If he didn't have student loans, he probably would have been making some kind of a contribution to the household.  It's reasonable for folks to do that.  And that's part of what we need to take into consideration as we start to have these conversations about financial needs.  

   Obviously, hopefully, it's not a case where someone is putting all of their check to the rent, but that would be a different kind of problem.  

   Personality and attitudes, how people think, feel and act, and decision context.  And this is really important.  How a particular decision is presented.  And that's really the crux of what we're trying to change today, is that we want the context here to be what are your goals in your life?  What is it that you want to accomplish?  What do you need to money in order to do that?  And that's what we're doing.  And we're not starting with well, you're on benefits, and we want to make sure you don't lose your benefits, so here's where we should head.  

   And then what you know and what you don't know, what you know how to do.  The knowledge and skills part that's both about what are the opportunities that you're going to be able to have going forward, but also what you might know about managing your money.  So this can become important when people are particularly these days when more and more of our financial transactions are done online, but how do we help people also learn some of those skills.  And then obviously the kinds of opportunities that are open to people.  And this is where the expectation issue comes in because we know right now that we are not doing a good enough job, myself included.  We're not doing a good enough job with helping open up new kinds of opportunities and different kinds of opportunities.  And then I'm just going to hit right to the end.  Personal financial well‑being in terms of how satisfied are you with your financial situation.  And I don't know that we open up that conversation enough.  

   So we had some conversation here about some folks who have had challenges, people thinking they have to cut back on earnings, and some suggestions about access to benefits planning, and then also, families have come in very stressed, particularly because of SSDI and its effects and how working more hours is taking away their benefits, and especially affecting their health insurance.  So we're going to talk later about good resources for getting accurate information because it is complicated, and particularly for people on SSDI, where it is an all‑or‑nothing situation, versus SSI, where it's a reduction in proportion to the amount of earnings.  It is complicated and it is scarier.  I mean, that's real for families.  And when we think about sort of decision context, for example, that concern that somebody is going to stop getting that check when they reach a certain point is definitely something that is ‑‑ you know, someone commented earlier about change.  Theses are all issues we definitely sort of need to work through.  Some of this is it's also about how do we have confidence if people are working more hours, they're making more money, that they actually can be successful and it's going to be okay and we'll talk at the end a little bit also about safety nets and what the back‑up options are because oftentimes I think that that's not as clear and not something we sort of think about.  

   So let's, then, go from there to I'm going to go back to Rick to talk a little bit about what we're thinking as we start to reframe this.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Okay.  So folks, if we talk about ‑‑ if we start the conversation about financial well being, let's move from right to left.  You know, the plan should be person‑directed.  In other words, try to figure out what is the person wants, and what they feel like they would like their life to look at.  Now, folks, and I don't know, maybe I didn't have enough breakfast this morning so I'm going to use a cake as an analogy, but, you know, it's like in the sense, it's like baking a cake, you know, or baking a pie.  You know, I mean, if you want to eat apples, you don't have to bake a whole pie but if you want an apple pie there's a lot of stuff that goes into that.  So, you know, benefits is part of the conversation, and in no way, shape or form can you reduce that slice of the pie, that ingredient that goes into that.  Okay.  The issue is that benefits can be used to support that goal in some respects, depending on the person's situation, depending on their opportunity in the work force, how much work they can sustain, you know, how well do they do in a job, hold on to a job, you know, what their interests are, what their goals are.  You know, they're all going to factor in to how that pie is going to turn out, okay?  So we need to focus on that person‑directed plan and the expectations.  In many respects, folks might have very modest expectations.  For example, somebody says, you know, well, you know, I want to be able to buy my family birthday presents and Christmas gifts, you know, and in many respects, you know, they could certainly secure a job and work enough that they could, you know, still have that security of their benefits but still be able to do that goal.  Other people might have higher aspirations, you know, and there's going to be decision points along their path of work, along their path toward their financial well being that they're going to have to make decisions based on, you know, how much can I sustain work, you know, is there a benefit that I possibly can't live without, will I be able to make enough money to reach this financial well being.  

   And then reasonable risk tolerance.  Cindy talked about that to some extent about the surplus safety, you know, the idea is that, you know, most of us, you know, we've tried things in life, and sometimes they don't work out, you know, and we figure out a way to right ourselves.  And maybe we need help, you know, in righting ourselves and getting back on the path.  But, you know, there's a dignity in risk.  You know, there's a choice in risk.  There's power.  There's autonomy, you know, so we have to help a person not avoid all risks.  We have to figure out what would be a reasonable risk for them to take.  And let them take it their best shot.  

   While we're advocating essential support for financial well being, a very person‑directed vision and plan, not just based on, you know, what would be the easiest path, what would be the most secure path, high quality employment supports, you know, supporting the individual and the type of work goal they have.  And providing access to answers to questions like what happens to my benefits, what can I do to develop my career, if I'm already working a part‑time job, do I have access to some kind of training or something like that that can help advance my career and help me be self sufficient for benefits.  And then that pro‑employment information and benefits counseling.  They're always going to be part of the discussion, but it's the individual that should be driving, not the benefits that should be driving.  So we're going to throw up a poll question there, thanks very much, Katie.  What are some of the strategies that you might use in supporting expectations?  And I'm going to ask Cindy to debrief this particular poll question.  Thanks for participating.  

>> Cindy Thomas:  Thanks so much, Rick.  So I think one of the things, as we think about developing person‑centered plans and a vision, if you will, that we want to really think about how do we support individuals and others on the team to begin to think more about raised expectations, how to have a sense of confidence in what people can accomplish in their lives.  And we have two sort of comments.  I think the first one I really like is to listen to what the person wants, because often people do have aspirations for their future, and the degree to which we can listen and try to honor what the person wants.  Now, that said, you know, we've all had those folks who, you know, I want to be a police officer, and maybe, you know, for whatever reason, that's not going to happen.  But then we really unpack that and we work to sort of sort that through and figure out what are the critical elements of that and how do we then help people move forward with something that's really going to matter and be a value to them.  Communication with the ISP team is really great, and how to ‑‑ and what that communication looks like in terms of really being affirmative and pushing forward.  Benefits counseling to help the decision is really ‑‑ you know, I think an important resource so that we can make sure ‑‑ I have to say, even as we're on this chat today, there were a few things that were coming up.  It's like, oh, I have to, like, understand that better.  These are complicated issues, the benefits issues, particularly when we get things like dual beneficiaries or we have people who maybe have charges for care or we have folks who are living in subsidized housing and getting food stamps, you know, there's a whole kind of package of things that wrap around people and we don't want to be irresponsible.  You know, that's not what this is about.  And so getting access to the expertise, once you sort of begin to get a sense of what that vision is, get a sense of what the person wants.  Now let's begin to talk about how the money might work.  So benefits are part of the discussion but they don't drive the discussion.  So we're talking about really being driven by the individual's vision, making sure there's high‑quality employment supports that can really help people accomplish their goals and then bringing in what I'll call a pro employment benefits information and counseling and I'm going to be candid about that pro employment because it has to be not that step back, protect at all costs, but more how do we help you accomplish your vision and how do we help you understand what the benefits implications are and what the financial picture is going to look like.  So, you know, talking about goals and future independence, and after the parents are gone is really an important part of the conversation, and oftentimes, and I think this is a really good point, is sometimes we have folks who, you know, we talked about that staying on benefits is a life of poverty.  And I'm sure some of you look around and you see folks that you work with every day who are in poverty, who struggle every day to kind of make ends meet, you know, I know someone who ‑‑ you know, she gets SSDI, she lives in housing and she's in the food pantry at the end of the month because it's hard ‑‑ all it takes is something like being a smoker, which none of us want to be, but the reality is she is so a lot of her money goes to cigarettes.  It's hard for her to make ends meet and she's had a hard time quitting.  But we also know, as we look around folks who you look and say they're not living in poverty and part of that is because they may also have families who are supporting them and who provide additional resources that supplement whatever they get for benefits, and that ensure that they have some of those other kinds of opportunities.  So from a financial well being point of view is what is that going to look like in the long‑term?  

   We've got some other comments about providing hands‑on specific job training based on their interests.  Absolutely.  The high‑quality employment supports are critical to this piece because it's lovely to have high expectations.  It's lovely to be re‑framing the benefits conversation and thinking differently about financial goals and aspirations, but if we don't have good technique and strategies to support people, they're not going to be successful, and that is on us.  Not on them.  And so that's actually a really ‑‑ appreciate those suggestions.  Feel free as we move along to continue ‑‑ we take down the poll to use the chat box question and comments box to add any other comments there.  

   So Rick, I'm going to turn it back to you.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Cindy, thank you kindly.  So integrating financial needs and wants into the person‑centered planning process.  What are your financial obligations?  Question for clients or consumers.  Now, folks there's going to be a wide range of an individual's capacity to understand financial obligations and budgeting and things like that, but the question I think we need to ask ourselves as a service system is are we even having those conversations?  You know, I mean, how much opportunity is there to help folks understand the basic financial ‑‑ financial literacy, if you want to call it that.  

   You know, I've been to, you know, group meetings about, you know, with a job seeker there and case managers and other support folks, and we start talking about work goals, and then people sometimes say well, you know, they have an unrealistic expectation.  Well ‑‑ and unfortunately, the attribution is that the reason why their goal is unrealistic has something to do with their disability, which, in fact, you know, have we ever helped people discuss goal planning?  I mean, have we ever given them the information they need to make a good decision?  I'm a firm believer, folks, that people don't make bad decisions.  What they do is they have bad information and they use that information to make a decision that doesn't work out.  

   So to have these discussions about financial obligations and, you know, what's rent like?  What's food like?  Do they have that experience of managing their money?  What are their goals for their future?  You know, and this is where the pie I talked about comes in.  You know, I mean if somebody's just wants enough money to take a vacation, maybe buy presents for family members during certain holidays and that, well, that can be a very modest goal.  It could be a very ‑‑ you know, if safety is their concern, it could be a relatively safe goal to earn a little extra money to do that.  

   Now if people want to get ahead, they want more breathing room financially, they want a new place to live, they want to buy a car, you know, now we have more of a discussion, you know, there's more pieces to that puzzle.  You know, ask that question, you know, how much money would you like to have at the end of a month?  I mean, of course everybody wants to have more.  There's no question about it, okay, but, you know, what would it take, you know, an increase in monthly income, to get closer to the goal you have, the way you want your life to look?  

   I'm sorry, Cindy, I went through your slide there.  Sorry about that.  

>> Cindy Thomas:  We both changed the slide at the same time.  

   So, you know, I think that what we're essentially talking about here is, you know, how do we help people crunch the numbers and do the math so that they can really think about what do they need for money in their life.  If any of you have had that experience of having family members, you know, perhaps you're a recent college grad or high school grad who are starting to figure out how they move forward in their lone life and get that first job offer and you're helping them think through, you know, here's how much money you're going to make, here's what's going to come out in taxes, here's what, you know, you're going to have left over, and here are what you're, you know, looking at a budget, here are your expenses and are you going to be able to save anything?  Should you put money in some of these cases, fortunate enough, say, in a 401(k), you know, but really working through what a person's goals are and starting to put the numbers down.  Do the math.  Figure out what a budget really looks like for both what a person needs, kind of back to that, you know, what are your financial obligations, and that might include, you know, that I still need to give my mother $200 a month to help with the rent, and then what are your goals.  And if you wanted to take a vacation, you want to buy a computer.  You want to buy a new game system.  How much money would you need to have?  And you want to do that in nine months or 12 months or six months.  How much money would you need to have to accomplish that goal?  Make a budget.  Do the math.  So working through some options, we wanted to just kind of share two different stories with you to kind of think a little bit about how this plays out and how we think about this, because, you know, this image I think is very purposeful because this is a bit of a balancing act.  There's not going to be one right answer for everyone.  It's going to depend on many, many factors, kind of going back to that chart we showed you about some of the considerations and thinking about financial well being, and let me tell you a little bit about Jeanne.  So Jeanne is a woman who's in her late 50s, has had a kind of tricky employment history.  She has gone to work many times, probably over the past ten years, she's never held a job for much longer than perhaps four to six months.  They've all been part‑time jobs.  They end for varying reasons.  She, in addition to having an intellectual disability, has some mental health challenges, and some instability in that area that's kind of affected her ability to retain a job.  So in the course of talking with her about what her goals are, she's pretty happy with where she lives.  She has a roommate, she lives in an apartment.  It's been a public housing development, so she's subsidized housing.  She likes to work, and she talks about wanting to get a full‑time job.  And she ‑‑ at the top of her head is kind of not too worried about kind of the finances.  But in working through with her team, some of the conversations we had around ‑‑ were also the other piece I should mention is, you know, when you talk to her about her future goals, she ‑‑ family is really important to her.  She likes to buy presents for her nieces and nephews.  She likes to go on small like weekend‑type trips with the recreation program that she's connected with, and so really with Jeanne, we sort of crunched the numbers, did the math.  What did she need for money.  But I also took into consideration her somewhat, I'll say, sketchy employment history.  And ultimately working with Jeanne, talked to her about the idea that she should first go back to work part‑time, and that once she's held a job for six months part‑time, then we would go back and talk again about whether she wanted to increase her hours to full‑time.  You know, the general sense with Jeanne is that she talked about wanting a full‑time job and I don't want to sound like I'm talking back on this whole raising expectations, but I also think we talk about some other things about a knead for some reasonable sense of stability and security.  Jeanne's employment history would suggest that thinking she was going to jump into a full‑time job, and that that was going to be successful might be a pretty big leap.  And so it would be important to sort of take this a little bit more incrementally.  Jeanne gets SSI, so there was an opportunity ‑‑ you know, she was going to see some reduction in her check, but not an elimination of it.  And to take it one step at a time.  But going back to work would let her have ‑‑ she was going to have more money in her pocket.  She would be able to go on the weekend trips that she wanted to go on.  She would have a little bit more cash to buy those gifts for her nieces and nephews, and so she could, within a framework that said I'm going to go to work part‑time, I'm going to work on kind of keeping the benefits ‑‑ access to those benefits, and I can still meet my financial goals, and we have a plan for re‑evaluating to look at whether it would be appropriate to move forward.  So it started with what is it that you want in your life, what do the numbers look like for that, thinking a little bit about stability and security as being important, and then developing a plan with Jeanne that was going to help her accomplish her goals, and also had expectations and opportunities to help her move forward.  And obviously putting in to place good supports that were going to assist her.  Alexander's story was a little bit different.  He's a gentleman who had been suppressing his earnings for quite a while.  He was working about 18 hours a week.  His boss was very happy with his work, had frequently offered him more hours.  He always turned them down because he was worried about losing his benefits.  He was worried about losing his healthcare, and it wasn't until somebody sat down with him and really did sort of the benefits counseling kind of piece in terms of both helping him understand what his goals are.  He actually was really interested in taking a relatively ‑‑ going on a cruise, a relatively more expensive vacation than what Jeanne was talking about.  That was something he had been wanting to do for a long time, had never been able to do.  When we sat down with him and really kind of crunched the numbers, looked at what he needed for income, looked at his employment history, looked at what the opportunity his employer was potentially offering him, which included access to health insurance, there was no reason for this gentleman, other than that surplus security that we sort of talked about.  This was a gentleman who, you know, had the opportunity to clearly earn more money than he was getting on a monthly basis, had demonstrated, you know, had a stable and strong work history, and a stable employer, and an opportunity to get benefits.  When he got some good, solid benefits counseling and people then helped him look at what his life would look like without that benefit check, but with the almost full‑time earnings and health insurance premiums and all of that, he was going to come out better on the other side, and he ultimately made that decision, to accept the hours, to go on his ‑‑ after a period of time, to go on his employer's health insurance benefit, and to really go off of benefits.  And so these are really individual conversations that require us to kind of walk through and balance a whole lot of factors.  And it can sometimes feel like we are on a tight rope.  And they're not easy decisions, but if we start with vision about who people are, what they want to accomplish in their life, we do the math about what that looks like, we then take into consideration some of the variables that we looked at in that previous ‑‑ I'm just going to flip back.  Oh, there it goes.  Here, in terms of, you know, what kind of options are open to people, behavior, what they actually do, some of their own personality and attitudes, level of satisfaction.  Alexander wasn't satisfied with his financial situation.  It was limiting him.  In Jeanne's case, she was actually more satisfied.  Part of that is because she ‑‑ her goals and her aspirations for herself weren't quite as substantial.  

   So I think we just walk through those options because what we're trying to really encourage is an approach where you start with the vision, you do the math, or what it takes to support that, and then the next conversation is what does the intersection between benefits and earnings look like.  And I just want to share a story, one additional kind of individual perspective.  And this is ‑‑ you'll find this is Jeremy, and he's a young man from Indiana who we did a profile on, and you'll find that at realworkstories.org, just Google "Real work stories," and then in the search you put in Jeremy's name, his full story will come up, but he's a young man who was transitioning out of school into the world of work, had pretty good family support, but really had a number of different kinds of work opportunities.  He worked in a large recycling, commercial recycling environment, which actually was something that really interested him because he's very much into environmental causes, and he liked the idea that he was kind of contributing to the greater good by supporting recycling, and he also had always been interested in magic, and he was working on the side on developing kind of his own sort of magic business, if you will, doing kind of birthday parties and small kinds of events where he could demonstrate his magic, but it was interesting to hear his perspective on the whole discussion about benefits.  He talked about his goals being that he would like to move in to different parts of the company he was working with, get raises, be able to one day support a family, and he's happy helping the green movement and doing it comfortably for himself, and he also ‑‑ that his work helped him burn off energy, it's a very physical job, and gave him purpose.  So we kind of can see how his job sort of fit in for himself and kind of his aspirations.  But it was also interesting that he talked about how it contributed to his independence, and in his case, he talked about freedom from government handouts.  That was part of his perspective.  He liked the idea of being financially independent, not being dependent on taxpayers, and he viewed his job as a way to do that and so again, it's not necessarily the perspective I hear from a lot of folks but was part of what mattered to him as he thought about his future.  Getting off benefits was almost ‑‑ it was about his self esteem, his sense of himself, and so that was part of the consideration in his particular situation.  

   And thank you, Katie, for putting up the realworkstories.org link for us.  Appreciate that.  

   So let's just move on and Rick, I'm going to turn it over to you to talk a little bit more, because I think as we're talking today, one of the challenges, it's one thing to sort of do the visioning part of it and then it's another thing to start to put some numbers around that vision.  What would it cost for people to have the kind of life that they want to have.  Where it gets complicated is then what the intersection of that is with people's benefits package, and what the right balance is between earnings and benefits, and at what point the balance shifts in a significant way one way or another.  So we know that that's where the rubber meets the road and that's really the tricky part of this conversation in some ways.  So Rick, talk a little bit to us about some resources, and ‑‑ that might be helpful to folks.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Well, folks, resources that can help, they can help you understand things better.  You know, you could ‑‑ help family members, other people that support your job seekers, your folks with disabilities, that's your work and to support.  One thing are benefits planning services.  These are free services.  They're funded by Social Security.  They were funded a ticket to work and work incentives improvement act and we have two very good ones here in Massachusetts, work without benefits planning, there's a live link there, and then project impact.  Project impact is associated with MRC, Mass Rehab Commission.  And now, these folks, they don't do just general benefits planning.  Really, they're really more work incentives coordinators.  So if people are actively pursuing a job, or they already have a job and they have questions about that, where they had a job in the past and somehow this job, you know, affected their benefits and they weren't sure how that happens, they are the candidates that these folks, these work incentives counselors from these two organizations would work with.  And they can help with a whole wide range of questions, not only Social Security, but housing subsidies, food stamps.  If people have any kind of financial or service connection to the Department of Transitional Assistance, you know, they can help them with that whole picture and offer them a picture because really it's really about making an informed choice.  It's really about helping a person understand what their options are, and then encouraging to choose that option.  You know, the option ‑‑ [audio] ‑‑ make an informed choice, they have a ‑‑ Katie, have people been able to hear me this time?  I just got a message that says my microphone ‑‑ 

>> You were just muted accidentally for just about three or four seconds.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Oh, okay.  I see hands cheering in my chat box there.  Okay.  Another good resource is Social Security online, the Red Book you know, that can get pretty comprehensive explanations about various work incentives that people can use.  You know, there's ways that people can go back to work and maybe exclude some of the money they spend to get to work or they can save money that would normally be reduced from their check to pursue a financial goal.  So there's lots of information there.  We have a publication here, going to work guide to Social Security benefits for young people with disabilities.  You know, that's probably a little bit more digestible than the Red Book, and I want to encourage people to check out this choose work.SSA.gov.  It's a ticket to work site.  The ticket to work provides agencies funding to help support people to work toward their vocational goal.  And there's a lot of information.  There's archived webinars.  There's little work activities that people can go through and things like that, you know, and it's really a very good site, and if people are considering going back to work, I would sincerely recommend that site.  

   Just some very basics.  Just some safety nets that the folks should know about.  And then can explore further through other types of resources.  If folks work and they pay unemployment insurance, even people with disabilities have the same access to unemployment benefits as everybody else.  You know, there's a common misperception that if the individual has a disability, then, you know, they're not able to work, so therefore if they're not able to work, they can't get unemployment because in order to get unemployment, you have to be able to work and that's not really the case at all.  It's two different standards of disability that we're talking about here.  

   Another very powerful feature that was implemented under the ticket to work And Work Incentives Improvement Act was this expedited reinstatement.  It's a work incentive.  It allows folks who have lost their benefits because they're working, and, you know, they sat there, they made a decision, they decided they were going to work full‑time, they had the help of a benefits counselor who helped them understand that they would have more money if they worked full‑time than if they suppressed their earnings.  They figured it all out, they're working and life is good, but for some reason something doesn't work out.  So if the person continues to be disabled and they needed to stop working, any time five years after they lost the benefit because of the earnings, it's possible that they can get benefits back.  They get them reinstated and they don't have to start over.  They don't have to go through the same arduous application process, et cetera.  

   As a matter of fact, what happens is the individuals get six months of provisional benefits.  Social Security will look into the individual's situation and if they're still disabled, they'll be able to get their benefits reinstated so they don't have to start from square one.  

   And then finally options for healthcare because this is always a discussion that we have.  Okay.  Work incentives.  Now, folks living in Massachusetts that receive SSI do not have to worry about making that choice between healthcare and work.  Okay?  In Massachusetts, an individual that receives SSI could work enough, lose their SSI cash benefits and continue to get their Medicaid and earn close to about $25,000 a year.  So for SSI beneficiaries, there's a really good safety net that helps them keep their healthcare.  

   Another option here, a real gem here in Massachusetts, is Mass Health Common Health.  Common Health will allow people to buy in to Medicaid if they're no longer eligible for another reason and they have a disability.  Now, people pay premiums for this, but folks, the premiums start at less than $15 a month, and there's no income limit to this program, so if I'm a person with a disability and I earn $100,000 a year and I couldn't get healthcare anywhere else, I could buy into this Mass Health Common Health program.  So it's a great program for people to be aware of.  

   The affordable care act, you know, there's some options for people to get healthcare who no longer eligible for healthcare for Mass Health, let's say, or they don't pursue the Common Health route.  And then folks that receive SSDI, and there's a couple folks that asked about the SSDI, there's a continuation of Medicare, where if the individual works enough and they're no longer eligible for their SSDI check, they can continue to receive their Medicare for an extended period of time.  It's at least 93 months after that trial work period.  And, you know, that's a whole conversation about suppressing earnings, and if they earn over a certain amount, do they keep their SSDI, if they earn over that amount and they lose their SSDI, they can still keep their Medicare.  If they earn under that amount, that substantial gainful activity is what they call it, if they earn over that amount, then they would continue to get their Medicare, you know, whether or not they earn enough to get a check.  So these are important features that people should be aware of.  

   There's not a mutually exclusive situation where an individual has to choose between working and healthcare.  There's lots of options here for folks in Massachusetts.  With that, I'm going to pass that over to Cindy.  

>> Cindy Thomas:  And I think we wanted to put this up here because I think what we wanted to really ‑‑ whoops, hang on, we're having a little ‑‑ I'll move the slides.  Okay.  

>> Rick Kugler:  Cindy always beats me in arm wrestling, too, folks.  Sorry about that.  

>> Cindy Thomas:  So we put this up here because what ‑‑ you know, we're not ‑‑ we want to be responsible.  We don't want people to take risks that aren't appropriate for them, but at the same time, there are some things, sometimes people think well, if I lose that check, that's going to be it.  And it is important to understand some of the safety net options.  And sometimes I feel like the safety net options are even more important than perhaps some of the more details work incentives that you can learn about when you dig in deep on Social Security.  Tiffany asked a question about whether we're setting folks up to fail, whether we're kind of dangling a carrot in front of them.  And that it might not be reachable.  And, you know, I think this is ‑‑ you know, a tricky question that you're posing, Tiffany, but I challenge us to think a little bit about the fact that we're not sitting here saying that we are promising you that you can accomplish everything single dream that you ever have.  Nobody's ever said that to me, you know, but yet that doesn't mean that I don't have aspirations or goals in my life.  Some of which I may meet and some of which I may not.  And if we don't have people start to think forward about what they'd like in their life, how do they start to get on a path towards that and have any possibility of reaching it.  You know, I think that ‑‑ and a simple example.  You might work with someone who says that I'd like to buy my own house some day.  Actually, Jeremy, who I showed you the picture of a minute ago, that is one of his goals, is that he wants to buy his own house.  Well, we all know that in Massachusetts these days, for anyone to buy a house is a major challenge financially.  Real estate is incredibly expensive.  And for some folks, that may not be ‑‑ and I'm using air quotes here, you can't see me ‑‑ a realistic goal.  But why does a person want to, you know, own their own home?  Is it that they want a yard?  Is it that they want to have control over their future in a more stable way?  Maybe they've had to move three or four times in the course of five years because of landlords raising rent.  So, you know, I kind of feel like without putting out there some of those aspirations, we're unable to sort of unpack them in a way that helps us help people move forward.  So maybe the person is nowhere near close to being able to buy their own house, but when you find out that part of it is that they would like to maybe have a small vegetable garden and have a yard, well, there is a place that we can sort of help them sort of start to think about looking for a different kind of place to live.  They don't have to own their own house.  Maybe they can rent in a place that has a bit of a yard, maybe, in a two‑family house or, you know, whatever that is, or perhaps that becomes about helping them have access to a community gathered where they can accomplish that same goal.  So I'm glad, Tiffany, that I'm helpful, and so ‑‑ and I think this is where we're really trying to sort of think about vision and goals so we can start to break them down.  We can start helping people take forward steps, and in this case, when we're talking about work, that we are also specifically thinking about what those aspirations are and what the financial impact of them are and how we can help people take the right steps forward for them.  

   And so Lisa has a comment that she's worked with folks who have not lost their health insurance completely being on SSI, but they're paying more than they were prior, but if someone is able to keep Medicare and is no longer receiving a check, is there a reason ‑‑ so there might be an issue with Medicare because typically there's some premiums that ‑‑ Medicare premiums that come out of the DI check so they may end up having to pay some of those out of pocket.  Some of that can depend on income because they might be eligible for a subsidy if their income is low enough.  These are some of the weeds that we're not going to kind of get into today because I can tell you that when you start to get into the weeds without really having the whole picture, you risk kind of getting it wrong.  I don't necessarily know why people would be paying more for Medicaid.  So yeah, I'm going to stop there because I'm going to get in the weeds of this in a way that won't be helpful.  And I think actually maybe it's a good segue, in addition to looking at the resources that Rick put out there ‑‑ and I do want to mention the going to work booklet was written in 2011 but if you do go to look at that, you will see a link that brings you to a supplement for it that's for 2018.  So I just want to encourage you to take a look at that.  

   Let's also just talk about some upcoming training opportunities that are available because, you know, as I started to say in my comments, Lisa's questions and comments in the chat, that the weeds are where it gets challenging.  And we have a couple of opportunities that are coming up pretty quickly that you can think about taking advantage of.  The first is through partnership and funding support from DDS, but in partnership with work without limits, we are offering free of charge next week, and then the first week ‑‑ again the first week in June, nuts and bolts of SSI and SSDI, public health insurance and other benefits.  This is an excellent course for if you are a provider who is working with folks and you really want to understand the weeds better, you really want to understand this, the work without limits folks do a really great job.  You will walk away both with all the materials from the training, they give you a great binder with resources and information.  We still have some spots available for next week.  It is a full day on the 2nd, and a half day on the 3rd, and in addition, we already have ASL interpreters scheduled.  So if your agency may have any staff who are deaf, this would be a great one for them to sign up for.  And again, limited number of spots, so I'd go there quickly if you are interested in that training.  We will be offering it again on June 6th and 7th, and that one is filling up quickly as well.  

   In addition, the last one on this list, the earnings and benefits is a webinar that we do that Rick will actually be offering, and that is an online training and you can again go to the employmentfirstama.org and you'll get all the information about where that's being offered and what's available and finally I want to draw your attention to some additional employment training that is now available again on employmentfirstma.  We have coming up the second week in may a job development training, job development business engagement training, and then if you go to employmentfirstma, you'll see a variety of other employment‑related trainings.  We do require that you be enrolled in the Foundations of Community Employment course.  At least get enrolled prior to signing up of the ideally we would like you to finish that course.  It is an online course and we are now offering it free of charge, and it just ensures that everyone who comes to our training has some basic foundations and information about employment before we all sort of jump in to the specific content.  But we will allow you to register for those courses as long as you've gotten the foundations course started, and underway.  

   So I would encourage you to think about what kind of training might be helpful to you.  As I said, job development is open and still has some spaces available.  And that training is, like I said, the second week in may.  So lots of opportunities coming up.  Encourage you to take advantage of this.  I want to, you know, think about back to some of the things that we said were so essential here, one of them being the person‑centered vision and perspective.  We do offer training on strategies for discovering career planning, but bottom line is that people need to have access to high quality employment services and we hope that these trainings will be helpful to you, and other than your agency to reach that goal.  So there's my little plug and commercial.  

   So we've had some questions about access to this webinar.  We do record these webinars, and so the archive will be available on employmentfirstma.org, and I think it will be posted later this week.  And then right now, you certainly could ‑‑ or when we get, at the very end, we'll take you to another layout and you'll be able to download the slides as well as two handouts that we think will be useful to you.  So believe it or not, we're done just a few minutes early.  Just take a moment if anybody has any other questions or comments that they'd like to offer in the chat.  Our goal today was not to give you the one‑on‑one on benefits but was to help encourage you to start thinking differently about how you have the financial conversation with individuals you support.  If you walk away today and think that you're not going to start by talking about benefits, but first talking about people's financial needs and goals, then I hope that we will, in fact, have accomplished our goal.  So thank you very much for your time with us today, and feel free to stay in touch.  If you are not on our newsletter, go to employmentfirstma.org and you'll see a link at the top of the page that allows you to sign up for our e news.  We get that out generally once a month and it's a place to get information generally about training that's coming up.  

>> Rick Kugler:  You know, one last comment I would like to add about the metaphor of hanging the carrot in front of somebody.  You know, folks, from an inclusion standpoint, from a mainstream‑type standpoint, I mean, all of us, you know, have carrots dangling in front of us, you know, and we've all worked toward goals.  Some of them worked out, some of them haven't.  You know, I mean, that's just part of a regular life, you know, it's an empowered life.  So I mean, granted, you certainly don't want to paint a picture that, you know, that the world will never look at, but I think it's important to, you know, as Cindy said, you know, if you're willing to have the discussion, if you're willing to talk about what the person's goals are, and, you know, figure things out as they go along, I mean, from people who know horses, you know, people talk about the carrot and the stick, you know what I mean?  The horse moves towards the carrot and they move away from the stick, you know, so at the end of the day, I mean, is it better to be moving towards carrots or is it better to be hiding from the stick?  It's just an analogy I wanted to throw out there.  Thank you very much for your kind attention.  

   I'm not seeing any more questions in the chat box.  Is there anything else?  Katie, is there anything else?  Cindy, is there anything else, or are we good?  

>> Cindy Thomas:  I do notice, testify any, you talk about some of the ‑‑ cooking class, a dance class, and some of the limitations people have, and particular people ‑‑ and sometimes families don't want to do those things because they cost money and they cut into their budget.  I mean, to be perfectly honest, this is some of where the value of people going to work is beginning to give them more choices about how they spend their own money versus perhaps where, you know, that they have to rely on family, perhaps, for spending.  You also are bringing up an important point, I'm guessing that these may be coming up in the context also of a CBDS services and I think it's one of the things in some of our other work that we're doing with DDS in terms of looking at CBDS and how those programs can integrate a range of learning and exploration opportunities that may have financial locations so that is something that, you know, we understand can be a challenge.  

   And with that I'll put in a plug, save the date, keep an eye on our Web site.  On June 5th, we'll be hosting a one‑day training with one of our consultants, Jenny, that will be really about bridging from CBDS to employment.  So one more plug, and watch employmentfirstma.org for further information.  And feel free, here's Rick's contact information, as well as mine, and welcome for you to stay in touch if you have comments or suggestions for us for future webinars or activities.  But thanks so much.  

>> Katie Allen:  Thank you, Cindy and thank you, Rick, and thank you all for attending, and thank you to our captioner as well.  Here is the screen with the link for the evaluation.  So if you could please copy and paste this link into your browser, it's not going to link from this screen, so you have to copy and paste the link and just tell us how we're doing and what you thought of the webinar and if you're a certified rehabilitation counselor and you want CRC credits for attending today and participating then you must take this evaluation in order to receive those credits.  

   So thank you all again and have a great day.  

   [Webinar concluded].  
