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Introduction

Social Security defines a subsidy as support a Title Il disability beneficiary (CDB, SSDI, DWB)
receives on the job that could result in that beneficiary receiving more pay than the reasonable
value of the actual work performed. Social Security recognizes that sometimes a person’s
disability results in the need for extra assistance, a reduced production rate, frequent breaks, or
fewer job duties than co-workers in a similar job. When that happens, the individual’s wages
represent not only pay for their work product or effort, but also direct help from someone else,
like a supervisor, a co-worker, or job coach, or full pay for lower productivity or lower quality
work than other employees. In those cases, Social Security may consider a subsidy when
determining if work is at the Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) level.

When performing Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) determinations, Social Security is only
interested in assessing earnings that they can attribute to the beneficiary’s own work effort.
Social Security uses the process to evaluate earnings potential if supports were not in place.
Social Security adjusts the value of the earnings by deducting the cost of any extra help or
special support a beneficiary receives. Applying subsidy during SGA determinations is the
process of performing this adjustment.

NOTE: Social Security applies the subsidy/special conditions regulations differently for
wage employment and self-employment situations. This document only covers
subsidy/special conditions that apply to wage employment situations.

Employer Subsidy

A subsidy can occur in various ways. Employer subsidies happen when the beneficiary’s
employer provides significant accommodations, extra supervision, or other special assistance
because of the beneficiary’s disability. Specific subsidies are those in which employers can
designate a specific amount of subsidy after calculating the reasonable value of the worker’s
services. Employers establish non-specific subsidies when determining the value of the subsidy
by comparing the individual’s work in terms of time, skills, and job responsibilities at the
workplace with that of co-workers without disabilities who are performing similar work. They
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must then estimate the proportional value of the work according to the prevailing wage for
such work. Social Security will ask them to establish non-specific subsidies by completing an
SSA-3033 Employee Work Activity Questionnaire (https://www.ssa.gov/forms/ssa-3033.pdf).

Special Conditions

Special conditions are another type of subsidy. Special conditions exist when a worker receives
support or services from someone other than the employer, potentially subsidizing the
worker’s ability to perform SGA. Any third party may provide special conditions. Some agencies
that may provide services that constitute special conditions include the State Vocational
Rehabilitation (VR) agency, a community rehabilitation agency, or other employment service
provider. Strong indicators of subsidized work include employment in a sheltered workshop or
job coach services provided to workers.

Job Coaching

A job coach is a person hired by an employer, a state VR agency, or an individual with a
disability to provide an array of support to assist a person with a disability in gaining and
maintaining competitive employment. A job coach provides vocational interventions, including
training, counseling, and support at the job site while the individual is already competitively
employed. This allows the individual to learn and retain skills and helps identify other social,
behavioral, and physical issues at the worksite. Job coaches may continue to monitor work
performance and social adjustment after the individual reaches competence, and make
modifications as necessary. The job coach can also assist employers in identifying positions that
a person with a disability could fill within the company that may enhance the company’s
productivity, as well as identify accommodations that may be necessary.

Social Security determines the value of a special condition subsidy by comparing the time,
energies, skills, and responsibilities of the beneficiary to workers without disabilities performing
similar work and then estimating the proportionate value of the individual’s services according
to the prevailing pay scale for such work.

Calculating the Special Condition for Job Coach Services

When a beneficiary has a job coach, and they are not paying out of pocket for the services,
Social Security determines the dollar amount of the special condition by the total number of job
coaching hours per month multiplied by the disabled worker’s hourly wage. Social Security then
subtracts this figure from the monthly gross earnings to determine the countable earnings for
the month. Let’s look at an example of job coaching as a special condition.

Danny works in a restaurant. She makes $14 per hour and worked 124 hours last month.
Danny isn’t blind. Danny’s gross earnings for the month were $1,736 which was over the
non-blind SGA guideline for 2025 ($1,620). Did Danny’s work represent SGA?
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Danny has a job coach. The job coach works with her 16 hours per month. When Social
Security determines the value of Danny’s job coach special condition, Social Security
multiplies the number of hours Danny worked with the job coach by Danny’s hourly
wage.

o S$14x16=5224
e 51,736 wages — $224 in job coach subsidy = $1,512 in countable wages
e 51,512 in countable wages is less than the $1,620 SGA guideline for 2025.

Although Danny’s gross wages were over the applicable SGA guideline, the deduction of
the subsidy means that the “countable” earnings are less than $1,620. Danny’s work
doesn’t represent SGA in 2025.

Note: There are some instances when Social Security will not deduct an amount equal to
the total time a job coach spends with the individual depending on the level of support
provided. You can find examples of such instances at SSA - POMS: DI 10505.010 -
Determining Countable Earnings (https://secure.ssa.gov/poms.nsf/Inx/0410505010).

|dentifying Subsidy

To make the decision that a subsidy exists, Social Security gathers information from the
beneficiary, their employer, and, when necessary, from any disability services agencies involved
in providing job support. When Social Security personnel conduct a work Continuing Disability
Review (CDR), the Work Activity Report (form SSA-821/820) asks questions that help identify
when a subsidy exists. Social Security will investigate the possibility of subsidy if the beneficiary
reports getting extra help, having lower productivity, missing more work, taking extra breaks, or
hiring under a special program.

Social Security may gather additional information about possible employer subsidy by sending
the employer form SSA-3033 Work Activity Questionnaire to complete and return. This form is

available online (https://www.ssa.gov/forms/ssa-3033.pdf).

POMS DI10505.010 contains a series of questions that Social Security can ask beneficiaries or

their employers if there isn’t sufficient information on the Work Activity Report or the
Employee Work Activity Questionnaire to determine the time, energy, skills, and responsibility
involved in the employment effort.

If Social Security finds a subsidy, they will then determine the value of the subsidy and apply
this to determine the actual value of the employment income — the “countable earned
income.” During the SGA determination Social Security only considers the countable earned
income rather than the actual dollar amount the individual received in wages.

Conducting Independent Research
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SSA POMS reference:

e DI 10505.010 Determining Countable Earnings A. Policy-Subsidies
(https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/Inx/0410505010).

This document produced at U.S. taxpayer expense.
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