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By Susan Zurek

Having a child or grandchild who faces physical or intellectual challenges brings 

about its own difficulties in a family. A Special Needs Trust, properly set up 

and administered, can alleviate some of the uncertainty by providing ongoing 

financial support for a loved one, as needed over time. 

Usually, a Special Needs Trust is created for a family member with a disability, 

who may now or in the future qualify for government assistance, such as 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and/or Medicaid. The rules for qualifying 

for government programs are very specific: Beneficiaries can own a house and 

furnishings, a car, and ordinary personal items. But if they have cash or other 

assets valued at more than $2,000 in their name in any one month, they could be 

disqualified for assistance or their benefits could be reduced. 

Assets placed in a Special Needs Trust, which is irrevocable (cannot be 

dissolved), are not counted in means-based testing, and therefore not included in 

the $2,000 a month limit. 

There are three basic types of Special Needs Trusts that can be created (see box 

below), depending on the beneficiary’s current financial situation.

A good thing to know is that Special Needs Trusts can be set up as a 

precaution. We often suggest to our clients who have an inheritance going to 

children or grandchildren to include a provision in their trust or will to shift those 

funds into a Third-Party Special Needs Trust should the need arise. This becomes 

very important if a beneficiary is currently receiving government benefits or 

Types of Special Needs Trusts (SNTs) 
 

• First-Party (or Self-Settled) Special Needs Trust. If the beneficiary previously owned the assets going
into the trust (by way of inheritance, lawsuit proceeds, or beneficiary designation), those funds must go
into a First-Party Special Needs Trust. If the beneficiary then uses government benefits such as Medicaid,
payback rules apply. A lien is placed on the trust at the beneficiary’s death equal to the total amount of
government assistance provided.

• Third-Party Special Needs Trust. These are the most common SNTs, usually set up by parents or
grandparents for a family member with special needs who may be eligible for public benefits now or later
in their lifetime. These funds can never be placed outright into the hands of a beneficiary. In contrast to a
First Party Special Needs Trust, these assets are not subject to the Medicaid payback requirement.

• Pooled Special Needs Trust. This type of trust is offered and managed by a variety of
nonprofitorganizations to benefit many different beneficiaries with disabilities. Like a mutual fund,
incoming assets are co-mingled, invested and then distributed in proportion to each beneficiary’s share of
the total amount. For trust assets of $100,000 or less, a pooled trust can be a good solution.
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may need them in the future. An outright distribution from a regular trust or estate could result in a 

reduction of government benefits or elimination altogether. 

Our Role as Trustee

Choosing a trustee for a Special Needs Trust is critically important. That trustee must be highly 

knowledgeable about trust laws and regulations, but also respectful of the needs of the beneficiary 

and the family.  

At LNWM, we have deep experience administering Special Needs Trusts and focus our efforts on four 

key components: 

1. The trust is functioning as intended given changing laws and regulations. We review

and understand the rules for government programs and how they relate to Special Needs

Trusts. We use the “True Link” pre-paid VISA card, which is recognized by these programs

as an acceptable method of providing for the needs of the beneficiary without jeopardizing

government benefits. We also have relationships with attorneys who specialize in this field

to get advice and support on upcoming changes to rules and regulations. And we attend

educational seminars to remain up-to-date.

2. We proficiently respond to requests from the family and/or the beneficiary, knowing that

needs can change quickly and having the right care in place can make a big difference. We

have seen situations where the beneficiary is eventually able to function independently and

the Special Needs Trust acts as a support system. In other situations, the beneficiary’s needs

increase over time and the trust becomes vitally important in day-to-day maintenance and

well-being. Because we work so closely with the beneficiary, we are ready to adapt to the

changing circumstances.

3. We manage the assets within the Special Needs Trust so they can continue to grow and

last for the life of the beneficiary. By getting to know beneficiaries and working closely

with them, we can establish an appropriate investment model for the trust that satisfies

the individual’s goals while also meeting the trust’s objectives. As part of our investment

management process, we review investment performance and provide beneficiaries with the

knowledge they need to properly maintain their finances. Sometimes a beneficiary isn’t quite

ready to manage finances on their own. When things go off course, we are here to help and

restore balance.

4. We take the time to create a relationship with the grantor (usually the parents), as well

as the trust beneficiary, who is trying to feel normal despite the situation. We do not bill

by the hour to manage or administer trusts, but instead charge a set fee for all services. This

allows us to spend quality time with beneficiaries and their families to really get to know them.

We realize that financial decisions that affect the trust can sometimes be confusing, so we

encourage families to reach out and ask questions.
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The Co-Trustee Solution 

Over the years, we have seen that Special Needs Trusts can benefit greatly from having two trustees, 

known as co-trustees: (1) A family member who has a strong relationship with the beneficiary; and (2) a 

professional trustee, such as Laird Norton Wealth Management, whose trust department gets to know 

the family and the beneficiary well and can respond to changing needs quickly and effectively. 

Laird Norton Wealth Management has been administering trusts for more than 50 years, in line with the 

values and the needs of the families we serve. Myself and the people who head our trust department — 

Robert Hille, Jeanne Goussev and Carla Wigen – all have families of our own, and we strive to use both 

our personal and professional experience to provide great service and peace of mind to the families we 

work with on Special Needs Trusts. 

https://lairdnortonwm.com/wp-content/uploads/Trusts-vs.-Wills-6-Reasons-You-Need-Both.pdf?utm_source=pdf-download&utm_medium=direct&utm_campaign=a-trust-for-your-next-generation
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Susan Zurek joined Laird Norton Wealth Management in 1999 and is currently a client advisor, specializing in trust administration. 
Susan works closely with the beneficiaries of trusts set up by LNWM clients, providing guidance on a wide variety of financial 
planning issues (goal-setting, budgeting, informed decision-making) while making sure the trust is performing as intended. Susan 
makes it a point to get to know beneficiaries well and then works diligently to ensure their needs are being met.  

With over two decades of trust administration experience, Susan was formerly a client associate and a client analyst, both at Laird 
Norton Wealth Management. Before that, she worked as a trust operations specialist and trust associate at Shoreline Bank and 
Trust (now Chemical Bank) in the state of Michigan. Susan has earned the designations CTFA (Certified Trust and Financial 
Advisor), ChSNCÂ® (Chartered Special Needs Consultant) and FPQP™ (Financial Paraplanner Qualified Professional). She has a 
Bachelor’s in Business Administration from Sienna Heights University. 

ABOUT LAIRD NORTON WEALTH MANAGEMENT

With nearly $6 billion in assets under advisement, Laird Norton Wealth Management is the Northwest’s premier wealth 
management company. Founded in 1967 to serve the financial management needs of the Laird and Norton families, the firm now 
provides integrated wealth management solutions to more than 700 individuals, families, business leaders, private foundations 
and nonprofit organizations. 
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DISCLOSURE

All investments involve a level of risk, and past performance is not a guarantee of future investment results. The value of investments and the 
income derived from them can go down as well as up. Future returns are not guaranteed and a loss of principal may occur. All investment 
performance can be affected by general economic conditions and the extent and timing of investor participation in both the equity and fixed 
income markets. Fees charged by LNWM will reduce the net performance of the investment portfolio. 

The information presented herein does not constitute and should not be construed as legal advice or as an offer to buy or sell any investment 
product or service. Any opinions or investment planning solutions herein described may not be suitable for all investors nor apply to all situations. 
All opinions expressed are those of Laird Norton Wealth Management and are current only as of the date appearing on this material.

Any accounting, business or tax advice contained in this presentation (or communication, including attachments and enclosures) is not intended as 
a thorough, in-depth analysis of specific issues, nor a substitute for a formal opinion, nor is it sufficient to avoid tax-related penalties.

Some investments may not be publicly traded and they may only allow redemptions at certain times conditioned on various notice provisions and 
other factors as more fully described in the related offering and subscription documents provided at the time of the investment. Due to the nature 
of these types of investment funds, hedge funds, fund of funds, and similar partnership-like investment vehicles, they should be considered illiquid. 
In addition to restrictions on redemption, they often include holdback provisions that may delay a full redemption for several months or longer. 
There is no guarantee that the amount of the initial investment can be received upon redemption. Due to the nature of the tax reporting that may 
be available from these types of investments, clients should expect to extend the filing of their tax returns.

A benchmark is an unmanaged index, and its performance does not include any advisory fees, transaction costs or other charges that may be 
incurred in connection with your investments. Indices are statistical composites and are shown for informational purposes only. It is not possible to 
invest directly in an index. Indices are unmanaged and are not subject to management fees. Any benchmark whose return is shown for comparison 
purposes may include different holdings, a different number of holdings, and a different degree of investment in individual securities, industries or 
economic sectors than the investments and/or investment accounts to which it is compared. Comparisons of individual account or portfolio 
performance to an index or benchmark composed of indices are unreliable as indicators of future performance of an actual account or portfolio. 
Actual performance presented represents past performance net of investment management fees unless otherwise noted. Other fees, such as 
custodial fees or transaction related fees may not be reflected in the actual performance results shown.

Certain information herein has been obtained from public third party data sources, outside funds and investment managers. Although we believe 
this information to be reliable, no representation or warranty, expressed or implied, is made, and no liability is accepted by Laird Norton Wealth 
Management or any of its officers, agents or affiliates as to the accuracy, completeness or correctness of the information herein contained. In 
addition, due to the nature of an investment or the date of the creation of the attached presentation, some values shown or used in the calculation 
of performance may be based on estimates that are subject to change.

All data presented is current only as of the date thereon shown. Laird Norton Wealth Management is comprised of two distinct entities that may 
offer similar services to clients. Laird Norton Trust Company is a State of Washington chartered trust company. Its wholly owned subsidiary, Laird 
Norton Tyee Asset Strategies, LLC, is an Investment Advisor registered with the Securities and Exchange Commission. Such registration does not 
imply any level of skill or expertise.


