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When my daughter was 
about five, someone gave 

her a puzzle game made out of 
building blocks. The idea behind 
the game was to organize the pile 
of blocks to match a pattern on 
playing cards that came with the 
game. It was a really fun game but 
it was also a very important life 

lesson. Creating order out of chaos 
is challenging but critical to success 
in life.
 In our role as financial profes-
sionals, my partners and I get to 
play this game with our clients 
every day. Several of the families 
we work with have a special needs 
member. Nowhere have we found 

this mission to be more needed, 
challenging or satisfying than 
with these clients. In addition to 
the traditional financial issues of 
education planning, retirement, 
insurance, aging, etc. the special 
needs family faces a long list of 
additional concerns. These in-
clude maximizing government 

programs, guardianship, lifetime 
supplemental needs planning, 
and independent living, to name 
just a few.
 To try to bring order to this 
chaos of needs we have created 
a six step procedure to guide us 
through the planning process for 
special needs clients:
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STEP I –
CREATE A WRITTEN

FINANCIAL PLAN:
 The idea behind a financial plan is to lay out all of the impor-
tant financial issues side by side. This lets you organize each is-
sue in order of priority and then assign resources (i.e., money) 
to them. For example, if education is more important than the 
size of the house you live in, then you should fund education  
first and a home purchase second. This is actually the reverse 
from what we see with many clients who tend to buy their 
homes when they first start a family and then find themselves 
short on funds 
when kinder-
garten starts.
 For a few is-
sues, most peo-
ple can do this 
in their head 
or on a yellow 
pad. But when 
there are a large 
number of im-
portant and ex-
pensive priori-
ties, it becomes 
necessary to 
use a more 
structured ap-
proach, hence, 
the “written fi-
nancial plan”.

STEP III –
CHOOSE YOUR

FIDUCIARIES WISELY:
 There are three key fiduciary roles in any estate plan. They 
are Executor, Trustee and Guardian. The executor is the short-
term clean-up person. They make sure your will is executed 
properly. They distribute your assets. They pay your bills and 
file and pay your taxes.
 If any of your assets are directed to a trust, e.g. a special 
needs trust or life insurance trust; the trustee is the gate-keep-
er of that trust. They oversee the investment of the assets and 
the appropriate distribution of the trust’s money to the des-
ignated beneficiary. The guardian is the surrogate parent for 
any of your minor or dependent children. 
 Taking on the role of a fiduciary, in particular the trustee 
and guardian can be challenging. It comes with a lot of re-
sponsibility. Two things can make it easier. First, a fiduciary 
can hire help if needed. They can hire lawyers, accountants, 
financial advisors, and in the case of special needs fiduciaries, 
they can hire healthcare professionals, advocates, teachers, 
etc. The fiduciary can also be paid a fee for their services if 
appropriate and if there are sufficient funds available.
 Choose a fiduciary who cares, whom you trust and who 
has abilities in the area they will serve. You should also care-
fully consider whether there should be one fiduciary or mul-
tiple ones. An individual can take on one, two or all three of 
the fiduciary roles, depending on their abilities, but often it 
may take more than one person to do the job. 

STEP II –
PREPARE A WILL AND

OTHER ESTATE DOCUMENTS:
 If you don’t have a will, the law has certain provisions for distrib-
uting your assets and taking care of your children. The outcome of 
this process is often less than satisfying. For a special needs family, 
it can be disastrous.
 The distribution of your assets to a special needs child, even if 
not a large amount, can disqualify them from receiving much of the 

government aid they are entitled to. When I say not large, I mean 
receiving assets of just $2,000 can disqualify a special needs indi-
vidual from receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI).
 If you don’t select a guardian for your under-age children the 
court will. It seems unimaginable to let a stranger choose who will 
raise your kids, care for them, educate them, teach them their moral 
and religious ethics. Now, imagine that process if one or more of the 
children is disabled! A will can be a simple document, how can you 
not have one?
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 The six steps we have presented should be a check list in the financial 
planning process for a special needs family. It is not an instruction book. 
To do this well, you will need to hire professional guides such as financial 
advisors, attorneys, insurance brokers, etc. for many of these steps. We 
strongly suggest that you select individuals that have experience working 
in—and a commitment—to the special needs world.
 The best advice I can give you is to keep in mind that intent does not 
equal execution! 
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STEP IV –
CREATE A SPECIAL NEEDS TRUST:

 As mentioned previously, for an individual to receive SSI, 
they cannot have more than $2,000 of assets. Medicaid servic-
es are also needs tested. While parents are alive, they usually 
supplement the financial needs of their special needs children 
with their own money. However, when the parents die, who 
pays for those additional needs; things like a TV or Play Sta-
tion, computers, haircuts, dry cleaning, cosmetics, pets, legal, 
accounting and advocacy fees, vacations, telephone, etc., just 
to name a few?
 A special needs trust can be established so that money 
can be set aside for a special needs child to meet their on-
going financial needs even after the parents are gone. The 
trustee is responsible for doling out the assets of the trust 
to the beneficiary and at the same time making sure that 
the assistance provided is “supplemental” to what the gov-
ernment programs deliver and therefore does not disqualify 
the recipient from the 
government assis-
tance.
 Even in situations 
where someone does 
not receive govern-
ment aid, a special 
needs trust can be 
useful in creating a 
trustee relationship in 
the event that a special 
needs individual can-
not manage assets on 
their own.

STEP V –
FUND YOUR TRUST(S):

 A trust is a great and powerful legal vehicle; but, if you 
don’t fund it, then it is just a piece of paper. The “shell” for 
the trust should be set up as part of creating your will but it 
should not necessarily be funded until you die. In your will, 
you designate the assets to go into your trust. Any assets can 
be placed into a trust including cash, investments, real estate, 
collectables, etc. We find liquid assets are better because the 
trustee has immediate access to the resources instead of need-
ing to sell an asset first. For those individuals that do not have 

significant resources to meet 
their trust-funding goals, we 
often recommend life insur-
ance. Permanent life insur-
ance can provide significant 
leverage to the money you pay 
in premiums over the years 
and the policy’s death benefit 
proceeds can suitably fund a 
special needs trust upon the 
death of the grantor.
 The financial planning 
process can be particularly 
helpful in understanding how 
to fund a special needs trust. 
It can help focus on the appro-
priate size of the trust, the im-
pact of inflation on the future 
value and buying power of the 
trust, and the best type of as-
sets to fund the trust with.

STEP VI –
DRAFT A LETTER

OF INTENT:
 We recommend that all of our clients create a “love letter”. The 
love letter is a document that has all of your important informa-
tion. It includes a list of all your accounts, insurance policies, se-
cret passwords, the names of your doctors, lawyers and other advi-
sors, etc. It says to your fiduciaries that you love them enough to 
make the process of settling your affairs easier. My love letter is in 
a sealed envelope which I gave to my executor with instructions to 
open upon my death. Each year, I revise it and exchange the old 
one for the new one.
 For special needs families we recommend that they take the 
idea of a love letter further and include all of the relevant infor-
mation about their special needs member. This is called a Let-
ter of Intent. It can have information on their medications, their 
doctors, therapists, teachers and special friends. It also has de-
tails about their likes and dislikes, and any services they receive. 

The more details you include the easier the transition will be for 
your family and your child’s guardian. 


