Oregon Money Management Program

Session #7 – Spend Downs – revised 5/17/16

Welcome to the Oregon Money Management Program, New Volunteer Training Session
#7. In this session, we will cover how to help clients who have too much money.
Having Too Much Money
Having too much money may not initially sound like a problem, however,  as you learned in previous sessions, clients who receive Medicaid or SSI must not have more than $2,000 in liquid assets or they are at risk of losing those benefits. It is critical that volunteers be aware if their clients are receiving Medicaid or SSI and help monitor and maintain total assets to prevent loss of these important benefits.

When considering asset limits, SSA and State Medicaid workers look at balances in all accounts held by clients plus any cash on hand. Funds in a PIF account managed by a care facility are also counted.

SSA and Medicaid workers count the balances in bank accounts on the last day of the month, not the statement end date. It is important because bank statement end dates do not always cycle the last day of the month. Most Oregon Money Management Clients only have a checking account, however, if the client has any other bank accounts such as a savings accounts or time deposits, they are counted as well.

In some cases, the checkbook or ledger balance reflects a balance under the limit, but the bank statement does not because checks were written have not yet cleared the bank. For this reason, volunteers should work to keep account balances well under the $2,000 limit so that on the last day of the month, the client’s bank statement will always be under $2,000.
Spend Down
The process of helping a client spend excess funds is typically called “spending down” by social service workers. In other words, the client needs to spend down their funds to remain eligible to receive their benefits.

Sometimes clients receive large back payments of federal benefits. This happens because federal agencies use the application date as a start date for benefits. When the benefit is approved the client receives benefit payments from the date that they applied to the current month. Back payments can be large amounts that put clients over the
$2,000 asset limit. When this happens, SSI and Medicaid give clients a specific amount of time to spend down their excess funds to remain eligible for benefits. Should your client receive a back payment that puts your client at risk of losing benefits, ask your Program Coordinator for help understanding the amount of time allowed to spend down.

Spending money may seem a fairly easy task. However, there are a few rules that you need to be aware of. First, clients may not “gift” their excess money away to reduce their assets. That means that clients cannot give money away to friends or family or even donate excess funds to charity. Remember that all of the client’s money must be used by and for the client. If a review of the client’s resources reveals that they “gifted” their money away, they may be at risk of losing their benefits or even refunding benefits that they had received and spent.

Bill-Pay clients can spend their excess funds on anything that will benefit themselves. Most spend down questions arise when volunteers are working with Payee clients.
Essential Needs
When working with a Payee client, the volunteer’s first consideration should be to spend excess funds on essential needs. Essential needs can be different depending on where the client lives. If they live in their home food, shelter, clothing, and healthcare, are considered essential. Maybe home repairs are needed or a new microwave purchased so that food can be safely prepared. If the client lives in a care facility where shelter and food are provided, they may still need new clothing, or have health care needs such as dental work, or glasses.

In a prior session, we discussed that a client that receives Medicaid or SSI might set aside up to $1,500 for final expenses such as funeral services and not be counted as assets. This may be a good option when a client needs to spend down. Funds for final expenses can be placed in a Payee savings account or used to purchase a pre-paid funeral plan. If possible, it’s best to involve the client’s family members in these kinds of decisions. To be considered exempt from the client’s asset limit, funeral funds must be dedicated for final expenses and maintained separately from the clients funds used for normal monthly expenses.
Non-essential Needs
Once the client’s essentials are taken care of, purchases that improve the client’s quality of life can be considered. If possible, involve the client. A new TV with a remote control or a new comforter for their bed might be enjoyed by some clients while other would prefer a sight-seeing trip or plane tickets for a loved one to come for a visit.
Tickets to a basketball game or the theater can also be considered improving the client’s quality of life.

If a client truly has no needs and you need to reduce cash assets, be sure to consult with your Program Coordinator. In some cases, it may be appropriate to return excess cash to the Medicaid program as a way to reduce the client’s excess assets. However, this option must be approved by your Program Coordinator.
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