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Financial Planning and Economic Secur ity
for Autistic Individuals and Families

Beyond Money Management:

A Behavioral Framework for Teaching Financial | ndependence

By Dr. Rebecca Gonzales, PhD,
CBA-D, LBA Ball State University
and Dr. Stephanie Hajtun, PhD,
BCBA-D, LBA, Bay Path University

nancia independence encom-

asses far more than the ability

to make purchases or count mon-

ey. Although these are important
foundational skills, financia independence
may involve abroad repertoire of behaviors
that enable individuals to make informed
decisons, solve problems, make choices,
and independently navigate real-world fi-
nancia exchanges. From a behavior-ana-
lytic perspective, financial independence
may be conceptualized as a repertoire of
functional behaviors that enables individ-
uals to access preferred outcomes, manage
resources, respond to changing circum-
stances, and make meaningful choices.
Instruction should prioritize skills that are
meaningful to the individuals and contrib-
ute to sgnificant outcomes in their daily
lives (Bahry et al., 2022). These repertoires
may include delayed gratification, goal-set-

ting, sef-management, choice-making,
budgeting, problem-solving, self-advocacy,
consumer awareness, and generalization.
Systematic instruction across these do-

mains may promote greater independence,

autonomy, and overall quality of life.
Importantly, financial

does not necessarily mean completing ev-

independence

ery financial task without assistance. Rath-
er, independence may include knowing
when assistance is needed, appropriately
seeking support, and maintaining control
over one's financial decisions. Instruction
should therefore prioritize both compe-
tence and autonomy while recognizing
individual preferences, goals, and support
needs. A foundational component of finan-
cia independence may include delayed
gratification, which involves teaching in-
dividuals to tolerate waiting, saving mon-
ey, and working towards larger reinforcers
associated with long-term financial goals.
When targeting long-term purchases, such
as buying a new coat, saving for a vehicle,
or preparing to move into afirst apartment,
it is important to develop the skills neces-
sary to save consistently and consider the
relationship between short-term purchases
and long-term financial goals. Instruction
in delayed gratification emphasizes post-
poning short-term spending when doing so
is consistent with the individual’s prefer-
ences and goals. For example, anindividual

see Money Management on page 25

Tax and Financial Planning for Autistic Individualsand Their Families:

Current Policy and Practical Considerations

By William Leonelli, EAD, MS, CPA
and Harry M. Voulgarakis, PhD, BCBA-D
St. Joseph’s University, New York

utistic individuals and their

families may face unique fi-

nancial and tax-related con-

siderations, particularly when
public benefits, self-employment, disabil-
ity-related savings, and changing federal
tax laws intersect. Recent changes under
the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA)
make it especially important to understand
current provisions that may affect finan-
cia planning.

Thisarticlehastwo aims: firgt, to highlight
sdlected tax provisions and recent legidative
changes relevant to autistic individuals and
their families; and second, to address prac-
tical strategies for navigating tax season,
including organization, deadlines, filing re-
quirements, and professional support.

General Issues and Concerns

Those with differing abilities may have

financial concerns above and beyond the
average person. There are some tax bene-
fits available to this group and also some
unusual forms of income generation which

may be beneficial for them to consider.
They must also be aware and fully informed
of what may or may not affect some very
important benefits such as Supplemental

Security Income (SSI) and Medicaid.
Generating income as an independent
contractor (sometimes referred to as “gig”
work) requires knowledge that may be
outside the scope of the neuro-diverse and
their families. The immediate thought that
comesto mind isincome that is reported to
them on Form 1099, as opposed to Form
W-2, which does not include withholding
of any taxes. This includes state and fed-
eral income taxes as well as the required
Social Security and Medicare taxes, which
for self-employed individuals are referred
to as “self-employment” tax. Those taxes
must be paid quarterly in the form of esti-
mates to the governing authorities to avoid
penalties and interest for late payments.
Another important factor to consider
with self-employment is which expenses
can be legitimately deducted from this in-
cometo determine the taxable portion upon
which to compute and pay estimated taxes.
Generally, any expense that is directly re-
lated to the generation of this income may
be deducted, such as advertising, insurance

see Financial Planning on page 26
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Financial Awareness for Autistic Individuals:

A Practical Guideto Safer Digital Participation

By Annie Kent, MA Psychology
#ActuallyAutistic Mental Health/
Autism Advocate, Freelance Writer,
and Educator

ortly before Christmas 2022, |

needed extracash. | owned avarsi-
football jacket that | seldomwore

d posted it for sale on Facebook
Marketplace. My ad received little atten-
tion, until December 24 when someone
inquired about it. He needed a last-minute
gift for a friend he was going out-of-town
tovisit. He sworethat she'd love the jacket.

That piqued my interest to the extent
that anything could that night. | was sick
in bed with COVID-19 and eager to make
the transaction and feeling profoundly be-
fuddled. He asked whether | had a PayPal
account, and | answered, | do, but that's not
how payment works.

He assured me that it would work. | just
needed to open a PayPal business account;
he'd talk me through the process. Cloud-
ed by brain fog, | followed his steps, and
ended up sending him nearly $800 plusthe
jacket. (~$735 USD) | don't believe | told
him I'm autistic, but | did tell him | had
COVID. | became the perfect target.

These days, the internet is the go-to
place for learning, working, socializing,
managing money, accessing services, and

building relationships. For autistic peo-
ple, online spaces can be especially valu-
able — offering communication, access to
specialized communities, opportunities for
self-advocacy, and alternativesto in-person
settings that may cause social and sensory
overwhelm (Chan et al., 2022). And yet
these spaces also expose users to phishing,
impersonation, identity theft, malware, fi-
nancial thefts or scams, cyberbullying, and

online exploitation (CISA, 2021).

Some autistic people have the techno-
logical skills to hack or cyber assault oth-
ers. A few have been arrested and charged
for such offenses (Lim et a., 2021). Re-
gardless of one's knowledge and abilities,
cybercrime awareness is a life skill con-
nected to independence, confidence and
safety, and autistic people should be em-
powered to use the internet independently,

with clear, concrete, and respectful educa-
tion about online risks.

Cybercrime Awareness Matters

Cybercriminals more often rely on ma-

nipulation than advanced technology. A
scam may begin with an ordinary mes-
sage: an email claiming an account will be
closed, atext about amissed delivery, aso-
cial media message from a copied profile,
or a gaming link offering free rewards.
These tactics work by creating pressure,
confusion, curiosity, fear, and projecting
trustworthiness (CISA, 2021). Because
many autistic individuals use online spac-
es for friendship, special interests, educa-
tion, employment, and/or entertainment,
cybercrime awareness directly supports
safer independence and financial security
(Chan, 2022).

Common Cybercrime Tactics

Online communication depends on hid-

den socid rules, indirect language, emo-
tional cues, and quick judgments about
another person’s intentions, al of which
carry risk. A message that sounds urgent,
official, friendly, or connected to a shared
interest may seem sincere despite being de

see Financial Awareness on page 27
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TheRight tothe Ordinary:

Money, Choice, and Dignity for Autistic Adults

By Libby Traynor, LCSW

CEO

All AbilitiesBeloved & Respected, Inc.
(AABR)

ndrew recently spent a night in

New York City. It was a stayca-

tion - a Broadway show, dinner

in Manhattan, an overnight stay
at a Times Square hotel, and shopping for
souvenirs.

Andrew isayoung autistic man support-
ed by AABR, and during this particular
trip, something new was in his wallet: his
own debit card. When it came time to buy
souvenirs, Andrew made his selections,
took out his wallet, and used his card to
make the purchases.

He turned to his staff mid-transaction
and beamed with pride.

| was struck by how utterly ordinary the
experience was. Choose something you
want. Take out your wallet. Pay for it. Walk
away with your purchase. Most of us do
some version of this multiple times a day
without giving it a second thought.

For Andrew, that ordinary transaction
represented something much bigger. We
have spent decades developing ways to
protect people’'s money. We have spent
far less time thinking about whether they
get to experience the freedom that money
provides.

What Isthe Money For?

Financial planning for a loved one with
adisability understandably centers on pro-
tection: government benefits, special needs
trusts, ABLE accounts, estate planning,
protection from exploitation, and ensuring
sufficient resources throughout a person’s
lifetime.

Yet planning for the futureisonly part of
the equation. Financial resources also have
aroleinthelife apersonisliving now.

At AABR, we have begun to see the
impact of this technology firsthand. More
individuals are gaining supported access
to their personal spending money through
debit cards, giving them greater opportuni-
ty to make everyday purchasing decisions
for themselves. We currently use True Link
to facilitate this access, though similar
tools are available through several provid-
ers. The value liesless in the specific plat-
form than in the independence it can help
make possible.

Individuals can have greater access to
their own money while appropriate safe-
guards remain in place. Spending param-
eters can be established, balances and
transactions reviewed, and staff can sup-
port budgeting and decision-making. The
important difference is that the individual
participates in those decisions.

That participation matters as the econom-
ic world around us continuesto change. For
generations, financial independence meant
carrying cash. Then came checks, credit
cards, and debit cards. Today, many of us
tap a card or phone, use mobile payment
apps and digital wallets, and check our bal-
ances instantly. Tomorrow’s transactions
will undoubtedly evolve again.

Andrew makes a purchase with hisdebit card during a recent
AABR community outing — an everyday transaction that
represents choice, independence and participation.

If we advocate for inclusion in restau-
rants, stores, theaters, sporting events,
transportation, and travel, we also must
ensure that the people we support can use
the financial tools increasingly required to
participate in those experiences. Financia
inclusion is becoming inseparable from
community inclusion.

Technology can make that easier. We al-
ready rely on GPS to navigate, autopay to
remember our bills, banking apps to track
balances, and fraud alerts to protect our
accounts. These tools do not diminish our
independence; they help us navigate the
world more successfully. Used thoughtful-
ly, they can do the same for the individuals
we support.

The Freedom to Get It Wrong

Greater financial agency also brings
the opportunity to make mistakes. Some
individuals have spent their discretionary
money before the end of the month, expe-
rienced buyer’'s remorse, or wished they
had saved for something they wanted later.
Those experiences can become meaningful
opportunitiesto learn.

A conversation about budgeting takes on
new meaning when it is grounded in expe-
rience. “If you spend this much today, this
is what you will have left for the rest of
the month” is no longer an abstract lesson
when someone has experienced wanting
something later and realizing the money
has already been spent.

This s, after all, how most of us devel-
oped financia judgment. We made choic-
es, lived with the consequences, and ad-
justed over time. Sometimes we made the
same mistake more than once. Experience
taught us lessons that no budgeting work-
sheet could fully replicate.

For peoplewith disabilities, however, the
desire to protect can sometimes limit op-
portunities to develop that same judgment.
The dignity of risk asks us to distinguish
between protecting someone from genuine
harm and preventing every uncomfortable

consequence of adecision.

Safeguards are essentia. Financia
choices should never jeopardize food,
housing, hedth, safety, or other basic
needs. But running out of discretionary
money is different. Buyer’'s remorse is un-

comfortable, and waiting until next month
to purchase something can be frustrating,
but those experiences reinforce an import-
ant understanding: money isfinite, choices
have consequences, and what we decide
today affects the choices available to us
tomorrow.

Support till has an important role. Staff
can help individuals review transactions,
check balances, understand what hap-
pened and think through what they might
do differently next time. The goa is not
to remove support, but to shift its purpose
— from managing money for someone to-
ward managing money with someone. That
is the essence of supported autonomy.

During the holidays, | gave wallets as
gifts to severa individuals we support.
There was no grand philosophical inten-
tion behind it at the time. People had cards
and needed somewhere to keep them.

Later, though, | thought about what a
wallet represents. It is such afamiliar adult
possession that we rarely give it much
thought. We carry our identification, our
money, and our means of navigating the
economic world inside it. There is an ex-
pectation that we will carry it, keep track of
it, and make decisions about what isin it.

For the individuals we support, that sim-
ple expectation can carry its own meaning:

see Dignity on page 28
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Building a Neuro-Inclusive Housing M arket:

The Evidence and a Case for Action

By Denise D. Resnik

Founder & President/CEO

First Place AZ/First Place Global

and Toyosi Adesoye, JD/M PA

Associate Director for Applied Research
First Place Global

The evaluation also exposed a limit ser-
vices alone cannot fix: Even with roughly
75% of amenity costs subsidized, residents
still owed base rent—prohibitive for many,
since Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
recipients cannot afford a basic one-bed-
room apartment anywhereinthe U.S.® Re-
lated research on supportive housing's ef-
fect on chronic-illness costs reinforces the
point that supportive services are integral
to housing sustainability, and closing the
gap requires expanding both rental assis-
tance and dedicated funding for supports,
amenities and navigation.®

Consumer-preference  data reinforce
this. First Place Globa’s collection of
housing market analyses has captured data
from more than 2,500 respondents across
the spectrum, documenting unmet demand
for purpose-built housing with cognitive
accessibility over scattered-site aterna
tives. This is consistent with the prefer-
ence for intentional, neuro-affirming com-
munities.’

dults with autism and/or intel-
lectual /developmental disabili-
ties(1/DD), including thosewith
profound autism, are a growing
population with well-documented housing
needs.? Despite decades of deinstitution-
alization and investment in communi-
ty-based services, a purpose-built housing
market has yet to emerge, leaving families
and providers—not the market—responsi-
ble for finding appropriate housing amid a
shortage of more than 7 million affordable
rental homes for the lowest-income rent-
ers’®
The pressure is mounting. An estimat-
ed 1.3 million adults with I/DD live with

Cover of thethird edition of A Placein the World®,
First Place® AZ’s groundbreaking 2020 report.

or other restrictive settings and, at times,
correctional settings.7,8,9,10 Such place-

ternative. In 2021, it partnered with Ari-
zona State University’s College of Health

family caregivers age 60 or older.1,4 As
those arrangements end, the lack of alter-
natives strains families, states, and service
systems. Crisis-driven placements—hos-
pita stays, skilled nursing admissions,
emergency  interventions—consistently
cost more than planned, community-based
alternatives,5,6 producing a pattern of
placements in hospitals, nursing facilities,

ments may expose providers to legal risk
under Olmstead v. L.C., which held that
unjustified institutional isolation violates
the Americans with Disabilities Act of
1990.%

What the Evidence Shows

First Place AZ points to a workable al-

Solutions on a two-year, ARPA-funded
pilot testing whether subsidized supportive
amenities improve independent living for
adults with autism and/or 1/DD at or below
300% of the federal poverty level; a sec-
ond phase is underway.*? Phase 1 findings
show measurable gains in self-care, health
management, financial management, em-
ployment and household maintenance.’?

The concept of community-based set-

tings has alarmed those fearing a return to
institutionalization—of which First Place
Globa has been cognizant for decades,
addressing this pressing concern through
avariety of clarifying reports, models and
collaborations.®

See Housing Market on page 29

Rethinking Healthcare for Adultswith Autism

And/or Intellectual/Developmental Disabilities (1/DD)

By Joshua Munoz
Associate Director of Public Policy

conversation.

Research has documented healthcare

First Place Global barriers for autistic people across the spec-
trum of disability and across the lifespan,
including challenges with communication
and access to and the transition into adult
care (Doherty et d., 2022; Malik-Soni et
al., 2021). These challenges do not exist
in isolation. Together, they can create a
healthcare system that is difficult to navi-
gate and unprepared to support adults with
autism and/or 1/DD.

That broader systems challenge is the
focus of Tomlinson's research. She exam-
ined healthcare for adults with autism and/
or 1/DD through three lenses: a review of
current healthcare challenges; a historical
review of disability and healthcare policy;
and qualitative interviews with healthcare
professionals, adults with autism and/or 1/
DD, families/caregivers, first responders,
and systems specialists (Tomlinson, 2026).
Importantly, the research and policy rec-
ommendations consider a range of support
needs, including those of adults with pro-
found autism.

Tomlinson’s white paper, “Rethinking
Systems: Effective Healthcare for Adults
with Autism and/or Intellectual/Develop-
mental Disabilities (1/DD),” does more
than identify barriers. It invites us to con-
sider how hesalthcare systems can change.

r many adults with autism and/
or |/DD, receiving healthcare can
involve more than making an ap-
pointment and seeing a doctor.

There is getting to the appointment,
navigating insurance, waiting in an un-
familiar or overwhelming environment,
communicating symptoms and concerns,
understanding what comes next, and co-
ordinating care between providers. Too of-
ten, finding a healthcare professional who
understands autism and/or I/DD may nega-
tively shape theinitial experience.

For adults with profound autism, these
barriers can be even more consequential.
Individuals with profound autism may
have significant intellectual disability,
minimal or no spoken language ability, and
require 24-hour support throughout their
lifespan. Yet their health experiences and
needs have historically been underrepre-
sented in autism research.

The white paper of Laurel Tomlinson,
MPA, 2025-2026 The Daniel Jordan Fid-
dle Foundation Adult Autism Public Policy
Fellow titled Rethinking Systems: Effective
Healthcare for Adults with Autism and/or
Intellectual/Developmental  Disabilities
(I/DD) addresses this underrepresentation

Per son-centered healthcare begins with communication, trust
and an under standing of individual needs and preferences.

head on. (The fellowship is sponsored
by First Place AZ and The Daniel Jordan
Fiddle Foundation in partnership with the
Morrison Institute for Public Policy at Ari-
zona State University.)

Tomlinson citesresearch concluding that
an estimated 26.7% of 8-year-old children
with autism met criteria consistent with

profound autism, yet only 6% of clinical
autism research studies examined included
participants with profound autism (Hughes
et a., 2023; Stedman et al., 2019).

That gap matters. A healthcare system
cannot be truly responsive to the autism
community if people with the most sig-

nificant support needs are absent from the see Rethinking Healthcare on page 31
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From High School to Life After School: Supporting Communication,

Problem Solving, and Self-Advocacy in Autistic Students

By Rachel Henry, MS, CF-SLP

and Christina Pélatti, PhD, CCC-SLP
Medical University of South Carolina
The Daniel Jordan Fiddle Foundation
Adult Autism Public Policy
Endowment Fund

he transition from high school to

the “real world” is often challeng-

ing and stressful for many young

adults. This period involves a
dramatic shift in expectations and experi-
ences related to college and postsecondary
education, employment, friendships and
romantic relationships, independent liv-
ing, healthcare navigation, and communi-
ty participation. For autistic young adults,
this may be further complicated by differ-
ences in social communication, executive
functioning, and problem solving. Life af-
ter high school isoften less structured than
high school, and theformal supports avail-
able through an Individualized Education
Plan (1EP) may end or change substantial-
ly, requiring young adults and their fam-
ilies to navigate new systems of support.
It is therefore important that educational
professionals, including speech-language
pathologists (SLPs), help autistic students
develop the functional skills they need to
successfully transition from high school to
life after school (White et al., 2024).

As a second-year speech-language pa-
thology graduate student, | had the oppor-
tunity to complete a clinical rotation in a
high school, working primarily with autis-
tic adolescents and young adult students.
During this experience, | witnessed first-
hand the importance of supporting autistic

adolescents and young adults in function-
al areas as they consider life after school.
For example, Joe, an 11th grade student,
was highly motivated to obtain a job after
high school. He identified specific aspects
of communication in social settings and
“on-the-spot” problem solving that were

challenging for him. This experience high-
lighted the importance of moving beyond
isolated social skills and instead focusing
on communication, problem-solving, and
self-advocacy skills that can be applied
across authentic settings.

Social Communication
Considerationsin the Workplace

Socia communication is a broad term

used to indicate how individuals commu-
nicate and interact with others. Although
expectations for socia communication
vary across cultures, communities, rela-
tionships, and environments, it encom-
passes areas such as socia interaction, so-
cial understanding, pragmatics, nonverbal
communication, and language processing.
Through a neuro-affirming lens, broad
goals should focus on functional commu-
nication, autonomy, participation, and in-
dividua preferences rather than attempting
to “fix” socia differences (ASHA, n.d.).
For example, these could include com-
municating needs effectively, initiating
and maintaining relationships, expressing
disagreements, asking for clarification,
advocating for support, and repairing com-
munication breakdowns. These skills are
particularly important as young adults enter

see Life After School on page 30
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Building Financial Autonomy While Guarding Against Exploitation:

Practical Toolsfor Autistic and I/DD Adults and Families

By Greg Wilson
Founder
asuggestion for Wellness& Care

nancial security isone of the most
critical, yet frequently overlooked,
competencies of independent liv-
ing for autistic individuals and
those with Intellectual or Developmen-
tal Disabilities (1/DD). As young adults
transition out of secondary education and
into adult services, conversations around
financial planning often focus heavily on
legal structures. We tend to think of spe-
cial needs trusts, ABLE accounts, and
guardianship. While these administrative
considerations are absolutely essential,
they address only one side of the econom-
ic equation. Financial security requires a
balance between fostering individual au-
tonomy and safeguarding against inexpe-
rience, abuse, or predatory solicitations.
Building financial autonomy involves
mastering practical, day-to-day skills like
budgeting, understanding transaction val-
ues, managing digital payments, and de-
veloping workplace readiness. At the same
time, autistic adults and individuals with 1/
DD face asignificantly higher risk of finan-
cial exploitation, predatory scams, and peer
pressure. Achieving financial wellbeing
requires families, educators, and service

providersto create structured environments
whereindividuals can practice money man-
agement skills safely, while also putting
protections in place behind the scenes.

The Double-Edged Sword of Online
Shopping and E-Commerce

The shift toward cashless transactions
has changed how individuas interact with

money. Physical currency provided tangi-
ble, hands-on feedback. Counting dollar
bills and receiving change offered an im-
mediate visual representation of cost and
remaining resources. In contrast, digital
transactions these days, including contact-
less card payments, mobile wallets, and
in-app purchases, can reduce money to a
much more abstract concept.

For autistic individuals and those with 1/

DD who may struggle with abstract math-
ematical concepts or executive functioning
challenges, digital financial environments
present distinct hurdles:

e Lossof Visual Cues - Digital transac-
tions can obscure the physical reduc-
tion of funds, making it harder to track
spending in real time.

e ImpulseTraps- Gamified online spac-
es, microtransactions, and one click
purchasing channels can trigger im-
pulse control behaviors.

e Targeted Scams and Manipulation -
Social engineering tactics, fake online
relationships, and deceptive marketing
techniques can take advantage of diffi-
cultiesin reading social intent.

e Peer Coercion and Mate Crime - Vul-
nerable individuals may be persuaded
by acquaintances or coercive peers to
release funds, share account credentials,
or make purchases on behalf of others.

Research underscores these vulnerabil-
ities. Studies on financia literacy among
neurodiverse populations indicate that,
while many individuals are strong

see Practical Tools on page 33
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The Path to Economic Security:

How Job Coaching Builds Financial Independence for Autistic People

By #MoreT hanWork

nancial planning conversations

for autistic people and families

often start in an unexpected place:

not a bank or a budgeting app, but
a job. Research shows just how much is
riding on that starting point.

A study from Drexel University’s A.J.
Drexel Autism Institute found that autistic
young adults have the lowest rate of em-
ployment of any disability group studied,
with 42 percent never working for pay in
their early 20s! Separate peer-reviewed
research finds that autistic adults who
achieve financial independence report
greater well-being, higher earnings, and
more autonomy in every other area of
life, while reduced financial dependence
also lowers the risk of exploitation.2 For
families trying to plan for a secure future,
employment isn't just one piece of the
puzzle - it's often the piece everything else
depends on.

That's where Direct Support Profes-
sionals (DSPs) can come in. Kuze Da
vila, a Qualified Intellectual Disabilities
Professional (QIDP) and job coach at a
provider agency supporting people with
developmental disabilities, works direct-
ly with autistic people to help them build
their careers and the foundation for eco-

Direct Support Professional Kuze Davila shareswith #MoreT hanWor k
what heloves about hisrole - Watch Kuze's Interview

nomic security.

“It’'s meaningful work when you have
the possibility to take charge in someone
else’s life and to help them grow and have
abetter quality of life,” Kuze says.

For Direct Support Professional Kuze
Davila, the connection between employ-

ment and quality of lifeisn't abstract. “Be-
ing honest, as someone with a disability
myself, it strikes home to want to have
someone have a better quality of life than
| did when | was growing up,” Kuze ex-
plains. “ So, thisis more of apersonal level
for me.”

Employment as the Foundation for
Financial Planning

Financial planning for autistic people
often looks different than it does for the
general population, and it usually has to
start earlier, with the basics of building a
work history, an income, and the skills to
manage both. That's the day-to-day work
Kuze does: job coaching, assessment ser-
vices, high school diploma services, and
career exploration, all aimed at helping the
people they support move toward stable
employment.

“Being aDSPisfun— it allows you the
opportunity to work directly with a client
to bring positive change in their lives”
Kuze says.

That change is measurable well beyond
a single paycheck. Research on financial
well-being among autistic adults points
to low income and low employment as
the two biggest barriers to financial se-
curity, ahead of factors like digital access
or geography.3 Every client Kuze coaches
and assists in finding steady employment
through career exploration servicesisacli-
ent who gains more than ajob. They gain
leverage against the economic instability
that so many autistic adults and their fam-
iliesface.

see Job Coaching on page 33



https://autismspectrumnews.org/
https://directsupportcareers.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mPTryZLV8Hk

AUTISM SPECTRUM NEWS ~ FALL 2026

PAGE 13

Adulthood Isn’t a Birthday:

The Systems That M ake Financial Autonomy Possible for Autistic Adults

By Joshua W.J. Brown
Writer, Filmmaker, and
I ndependent Resear cher

became alegal adult on abirthday. Fi-

nancial autonomy took longer. Those

two things are constantly treated as

though they happen at the same mo-
ment. At eighteen, the law can recognize
a person as capable of signing contracts,
opening accounts, consenting to services,
travelling, working, borrowing money,
and making decisions with consequenc-
es that can follow for years. But practical
autonomy is not a switch hidden inside a
birthday cake.

It isinfrastructure.

That distinction matters for autistic
adults because difficulty with a financial
task does not automatically mean inability
to make the underlying decision. Needing a
reminder is not the same as needing some-
body else to own the account. Needing
help comparing three insurance policiesis
not the same as being incapable of decid-
ing what risk you will accept. Needing a
second set of eyes before amajor purchase
is not the same as surrendering control
OVer your money.

I know the difference because | have
lived insideit.

There have been periods of my adult life

when family support, disability, execu-
tive-function load, income insecurity, and
administrative complexity became tangled
together. The dangerous part was not that
support existed. Support can be the reason
autonomy survives. The dangerous part
was the ease with which support and au-
thority could become confused.

The better question is not, “Can this au-
tistic adult do every financial task alone?’

Almost nobody does every financial task
alone. The better question is; “What is the
smallest support that lets this person re-
main the decision-maker?’

That isthe architecture | wish more fam-
iliesbuilt.

Start by Separating Decisions From Tasks

A financia life contains hundreds of

tasks: opening mail, remembering due
dates, logging into portals, comparing bills,
filing receipts, renewing benefits, spotting
an unexpected charge, preserving tax doc-
uments, moving money between accounts,
and following up when an ingtitution fails
to answer.

Those tasks can be brutal under execu-
tive-function strain.

Research on autistic adults repeatedly
finds that real-world executive-function
difficulties can affect adaptive and inde-
pendent-living skills, although autistic
people vary enormously and laboratory
performance does not always predict ev-
eryday difficulty. A 2026 study of autistic
young adults found significant relation-
ships between executive functioning and
independent-living skills (Sullivan et al.,
2026). Earlier research has also found that
some autistic adults report disabling ev-
eryday executive-function problems even
when formal cognitive tasks do not tell the
same story (Johnston et al., 2019).

That should change the design of support.

If the problem is remembering abill, au-
tomate or externalize the reminder.

If the problem is sorting documents,
build afiling system.

If the problem is comparing options, re-
duce the comparison to the variables that

see Financial Autonomy on page 32
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Scams, Spending, and Special Interests.

OneAutistic Adult’s Guide to Financial I ndependence

By Karl Wittig, PE kinds of subterfuge and hencefall victim to

Advisory Board Chair scammers and con artists.

Aspiesfor Social Success (AFSS) Although scams and cons have prob-
ably been around for al human history,
the advent of the internet, social media,

will begin by making a few import- and most recently artificial intelligence
ant disclaimers. First of al, | have no have made possible an unprecedented and
formal education or background in massive explosion in such activities. What
financial matters. Anything that | dis- might have happened only occasionally in
cuss is strictly from the perspective of my the past now occurs amost daily for just
own personal experiences and an appreci- about everybody. For example, the well-
ation of the concerns and challenges pre- known Nigerian email scam (in which the
sented by living on the autism spectrum; it recipient is asked to send money to free
should not be regarded as professional or a wealthy imprisoned individual in ex-
expert advice. change for a substantial portion of their
Second, | have aways been very estate after they are released) is nothing
self-conscious, ever since my ASD diag- more than a modern version of the so-
nosis over 25 years ago, about my own fi- called “Spanish prisoner” con that dates
nancial independence after learning of the back to the 19" century.
alarmingly high unemployment ratesin the The perpetrators of scams and cons fa-
autism community and the small percent- mously take advantage of their victims
age of autistic adults who attain such in- emotional states. Also, the problems of
dependence. My career of nearly 30 years isolation and loneliness in Western soci-

as an electronics engineer in research and  ily members and others who provide sup-  tistics are involved, is the possibility of ety have risen to epidemic proportions; as
development laboratories made possible  port for autistics, as well as professionals  falling victim to a scam or con. It is often  such, more people than ever are prepared
for me what eludes a large portion of the  who work with them, should be aware of  said that, under the right circumstances, to believe dubious claims, especially when
ASD community, although | have always these and learn to recognize signs of the  anyone can become avictim of such —this  the prospects of friendship and romance

believed that it is considerably more com-  hazards and pitfalls | will discuss. is especially true in the present day. Be-  also present themselves. Once again, autis-

mon because many financially independent cause autistics are often unable to detect tics(who frequently have difficulty finding

autistics are never identified or diagnosed. Scams and Cons when another person is trying to deceive  and are desperate for such) are perfect tar-
Nevertheless, many of the issues that them (this ability is connected to theory of  gets for these schemes. A common one

| will be addressing are of importance to For me, the most disturbing (and even  mind, which autistics are often deficient

much of the autistic community. Also, fam-  frightening) financial concern, where au-  in), they are especially susceptible to these see | ndependence on page 34
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A First in American History:

What the Education Freedom Tax Credit Could Unlock for Autism Families

By Greg Allum

Chief Marketing Officer
American Federation for Children
Scholar ship Fund

eet Ryan. He and his fam-
ily had a waitlist letter for
an evaluation for augmenta
tive communication, with an
opening that didn’t comefor seven months.
When that moment finally came, the com-
munication device he needed cost over
$750, and insurance covered none of it,
claiming it wasn’t “medically necessary.”

His family pressed forward and found a
way to pay for the communication lifeline he
desperately needed. Persistence and patience
paid off. Just three weeks later, Ryan built
an actual, need-based sentence that brought
his family to tears: “I want to swing.”

Ryan's story is just one example, one
child, onemoment. And it'snot unusud. Itis
what countless autism families go through.

The gap between what an autistic child
needs and what's actualy available isn't
rare. Supports and services like speech-lan-
guage therapy, occupational therapy, behav-
ioral support, and assistive technology built
for how achild communicates all exist.

But, between insurance denials, wait-
lists that can run months and sometimes
well over a year, and sticker shock most
families can’t wrap their heads around, too
many autistic children wait for care that
shouldn’t be optional. Ryan’s parents filled
the gap by draining savings, getting second
jobs, and whatever they could find.

Ryan’s family found away. But the next
device, the next therapy bill, the next fam-
ily without the resources to fight that hard
is exactly the gap the Education Freedom
Tax Credit (EFTC), the first federal K-12
scholarship tax credit in U.S. history, was
built to close. It isn't a subsidy or a new
bureaucracy. It's everyday Americans di-
recting their own tax dollars straight to an
autistic child’s specialized support.

How EFTC Helps Reach Your Child

Whether you're the one applying for a
scholarship or explaining the EFTC to a
relative who wants to help, the mechanics
runin aspecific order, and it helpsto know
each step.

Here's how the money actually reaches
your child. First, someone makes a chari-
table contribution to a qualifying Scholar-
ship Granting Organization (SGO) like the
AFC Scholarship Fund. Second, the SGO
awards your child a scholarship, separate
from that gift. Third, the gift comesback to
the person who gave it: a dollar-for-dollar
federal tax credit, up to $1,700, claimed the
following year — acredit, not a deduction.

For a family, none of this requires be-
coming atax expert. You apply directly to
the SGO the same way you would for any
scholarship, in a participating state. The
money reaches your child the same way,
whether it comes from a stranger, a grand-
parent, or a relative you simply told about
the credit.

Eligibility for a scholarship is broad by
design, with household income limits tied

to local cost of living, meaning about 90%
of American K-12 students qualify.
Qualifying EFTC donations begin Jan-
uary 1, 2027, making the months ahead a
pivotal moment for autism families.

A Life-Changing Fund Built
for Families Like Yours

This is where the EFTC becomes alife-
linefor the next family standing where Ry-
an's stood.

Donors can direct their gift specifical-
ly to AFC's Specia Education Scholar-
ship Fund, built for every family raising
an autistic learner, regardliess of where a
child falls on the spectrum, how recently
they were diagnosed, or how long they’ve
been navigating this journey, rather than
the general pool. This means money goes
toward exactly the kind of support autism
families desperately need. The right fit
doesn't just help a child keep up. It can
change the whole trajectory of an autistic
child'slife.

Autism families aren’t necessarily look-
ing to switch schools. They simply aretrying
to afford the support and services their child
already needs, right where they are. What
makes AFC's Special Education Schol-
arship Fund different is that it can cover
things well beyond tuition. Eligible ex-
penses run through the same rules that gov-
ern Coverdell education savings accounts,
which include behaviora therapy such as
ABA, aong with occupational therapy,
speech-language services, assistive technol-
ogy like augmentative and aternative com-
munication (AAC) and speech-generating
devices, and specidized instruction.

And, no formal autism diagnosis or |EP
isrequired to qualify! Eligibility for AFC's
Special Education Scholarship Fund runs
on household income and K-12 enroll-
ment, not diagnosis status. This means a
waitlist for an evaluation, a diagnosis, or
an |EP meeting doesn’t have to hold achild
back from support.

A Piece of Your Family’s
Financial Planning Picture

This is where the EFTC becomes part

of afamily’s actual financial planning, not
just asingle gift. A donation to AFC’s Spe-
cia Education Scholarship Fund comes
back to the giver in full at tax time, and
the scholarship it funds can start covering
real costs for a family in need right away
— real relief instead of something to save
for alone.

The fund cannot replace the therapists,
the IEP meetings, or the daily work and
dedication you aready do. What it can

offer is something new: an ordinary tax
return that becomes your child’'s extra
hour of speech therapy, a communication
device, or a spot at a school built for how
your child learns.

That's what makes AFC's Specia Ed-
ucation Scholarship Fund worth putting
on the table at tax time. You don't have to
be the one giving to make it real for your
child. Tell your CPA this credit exists. Tell
the relatives who ask what your family
needs. Point them to the free calculator
at AFCScholar shipFund.org, where two
minutes shows anyone what their potential
credit could be, and how far it could go for
afamily like yours.

Disclaimer: This article is for infor-
mational and educational purposes only
and does not constitute tax, legal, or fi-
nancial advice. Tax laws are subject to
change. Please consult a qualified tax
professional regarding your individual
circumstances. The Education Freedom
Tax Credit is effective January 1, 2027.
Contribution limits and program details
are subject to IRSguidance and final pro-
gram rules.w

Greg Allum is Chief Marketing Officer
for the American Federation for Children
Scholarship Fund.

For more information about the Amer-
ican Federation for Children Scholarship
Fund, visit AFCScholar shipFund.org.
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Plan for aLifetime:

How to Build Financial Security for an Autistic Person

By Marcus Benally, MBA
and JamesKarberg, CFP®
REDW Advisors& CPAs

Support needs and family circumstanc-
es can change significantly over time, so a
financial plan should not be created once
and put on a shelf. Changes in employ-
ment, an unexpected health crisis, or an-
other major life event may al require the
plan to be revisited.

here is no one-sizeffits-all ap-
proach to financial planning.

Every person and family brings

different goals, resources, respon-
sihilities, and ideas about what financia
security looks like. That is especialy true
when planning for or alongside aloved one
on the autism spectrum.

For an autistic person, the future may
include living independently, pursuing a
career, and managing their own finances.
Others may need varying levels of day-
to-day support, and those needs and goals
may change over time. Effective finan-
cial planning begins with a few import-
ant questions: What does this individual
want for their future? What support may
help them get there? What resources are
available today? And what should be put
in place now to support financial security
in the years ahead?

Answering these questions takes you
beyond the basics of saving for education
and retirement for an autistic person. De-
pending on their circumstances, you may
a so need to account for government bene-
fits, healthcare and support costs, housing,
estate planning, trusts, life insurance, and

who will help manage financial decisions
in the future.

Plan for Their Lifetime, Not a Season

Traditional financial planning often cen-
ters on retirement and investments. Plan-
ning for afamily member with autism may
require looking further ahead and asking a
harder question: What happens when the

people providing support today are no lon-
ger able to do so? The conversation may
be uncomfortable, but delaying it does not
make the need disappear.

Begin by considering what level of
financial, healthcare, housing, and day-
to-day support your loved one may need
throughout adulthood. You should aso
consider who will provide that support and
how it will be funded.

Starting early gives your investment

strategy more time to grow and your fam-
ily more time to understand available ben-
efits and community resources before they
are urgently needed. Waiting until an au-
tistic child approaches adulthood can leave
families scrambling to navigate programs
and €eligibility requirements that take time
to understand and access.

Protect Their Benefits
While Planning for the Future

Even well-intentioned financial deci-

sions can have unintended consequences.
For example, you may assume the simplest
way to provide for an autistic child is to
name them directly as an account benefi-
ciary or leave assets to them through an
estate. Depending on the individua’s cir-
cumstances, receiving assets directly may
affect eligibility for certain government
benefits or create challenges if they need
help managing money.

see Plan for a Lifetime on page 28

Financial Independence Startswith Daily Living Skills

By Elise Beachy, BCaBA, BA in
Psychology, BA in Philosophy

child become more independent in making

everyday decisions. Self-determination in-
cludes autonomy and the ability to make
choices based on on€'s own wants, needs,

hen families think about fi-

nancial independence, the

conversation often begins

with  money—budgeting,
saving, earning a paycheck, opening a
bank account, and learning how to pay
bills. These are important skills, but for
many autistic individuals, the foundation
for financial independence begins much
earlier—and it may not involve money at
all. Research has highlighted the impor-
tance of daily living skills for later adult
outcomes among autistic individuals
(Clarke et al., 2021).

Long before an individua manages a
checking account or earns their first pay-
check, they are developing skills that can
influence how independently they navigate
financial decisions. Making choices, fol-
lowing routines, completing tasks, asking
for help, waiting, comparing options, and
navigating community environments are
all everyday skills that can support future
independence.

From a behavior-analytic perspective,
financial independence can therefore be
viewed as a long-term developmental pro-
cess. Rather than waiting until adolescence
or adulthood to introducefinancial concepts,
parents and caregivers can begin building
the underlying skills throughout childhood.

Independence Begins
With Everyday Choices

One of the simplest ways to build inde-
pendence is to provide meaningful oppor-
tunities to make choices.

Choices can be incorporated into rou-
tines throughout the day. A child might
choose which shirt to wear, which snack
to eat, which activity to complete first,
or which item to put in the shopping cart.
For an older child, choices might involve

deciding how to spend a small amount of
money or how to use their free time.

The god is not simply to teach a child
to select between two options. It isto help
them take an active role in decisions that
affect their lives. As a child becomes more
comfortable making choices, caregivers
can gradually provide more opportuni-
ties. For example, instead of asking, “Do
you want an apple or a banana?’ a parent
might ask, “What snack do you want?’
Over time, these experiences can help the

and interests, and research suggests that
self-determination is associated with qual-
ity of lifefor autistic individuals (Andrews
et a., 2024).

Turn Everyday Routines
Into Practice Opportunities

Many adaptive skills are already em-

bedded in activities families do every day.
Getting dressed, preparing meals, cleaning
a bedroom, packing a backpack, and go-
ing shopping all provide opportunities to
practice independence. Daily living skills
are particularly important because research
has connected stronger daily living skills
with positive outcomes in adulthood, in-
cluding participation in postsecondary ed-
ucation (Clarke et a., 2021).

Rather than completing atask for achild

becauseit isfaster or easier, caregivers can
consider whether the child could partici-
patein all or part of the task.

For example, when preparing a mesdl, a

parent might initially have achild gather the
ingredients. Later, the child might follow a
simple recipe, use measuring tools, prepare
part of the meal, and eventually complete
more of the routine independently.

see Daily Living Skills on page 35
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Financial SystemsAreAccessibility Tools:

Building a Business That Doesn’t Depend on Your Best Day

By Randi Turkin
Founder and CEO
Clone Consulting + Financials

uring the worst period of my
life, 1 learned that a business
can either become one more
thing its owner has to hold to-
gether, or it can be built to help hold them.
My mom went into the hospital on Oc-
tober 5. Nine days later, she died. I’d been
there every day, and | was there when she
went into cardiac arrest. By the end of that
day, she was gone.
What followed was sheer chaos. Planning
a celebration of life for nearly 300 people
fell solely to me. My phone wouldn’t stop
ringing, and my house became the central
hub for visitors bringing food. There were
peopleto notify, an obituary to write, apro-
gram to design, a video dlideshow to en-
gineer, and a full repast meal to organize.
| was grieving, traumatized, barely sleep-
ing, and functioning in a daze. Because |
live with a progressive chronic illness, the
overload was triggering a painful physical
flare. My body was telling me there was
nothing left to pull from.
And till, there was another job dropped
into my lap: my parents finances.
My mom had managed my parents fi-
nancial and administrative life. She knew

which accounts existed, which billswereon
autopay, and the passwords. My dad had no
roadmap. While planning her funeral, | was
fielding calls from creditors and brokers,
searching for accounts, and trying to get
his phone turned back on because the hill
hadn’t been paid. I’ d become part daughter,
part funeral planner, part bookkeeper, part
detective, and part crisis manager.

I couldn’t focus on my clients month-
ly financials or write marketing content. |

could barely communicate with my own
team. My business was going to have to
wait. Except much of it didn't.

My mom entered the hospital just after
we'd started our clients’ monthly account-
ing cycle. My assistant bookkeeper took
over, followed our seven-phase process,
communicated with clients, and delivered
their financial statements on time. The
business fulfilled its promise amost en-
tirely without me.

Then, just a few days before the funer-
a, | opened my email to find something
familiar and comforting: the Stripe noti-
fications that arrive on the 25th of every
month, informing me that our clients' au-
tomatic payments had been processed ex-
actly as scheduled. | remember thinking,
okay, cool. That money will be in the bank
in a few days.

It was a tiny moment, but | can see its
significance now. Time had become almost
meaningless to me, yet my business was
still keeping time on my behalf. Invoices
went out, revenue came in, and my team
and | were paid like normal. Client work
moved forward even when | couldn’t re-
member what day it was.

Our prescheduled marketing continued
through October, then became much quiet-
er because | hadn’t created new content. |
was okay with that. | wasn’t trying to bring
in new clients while grieving. | knew my
cash runway and that our income would
cover the bills. My systems gave me the
ability to see and choose what had to con-
tinue and what could pause.

When My Business Taught Me

Looking back, | stepped away for nearly
two months. The business held me because

see Financial Systems on page 36

Financial Planning for an Autistic Child When Parents Divorce

By Mary Ann Hughes, MBA
Certified Special Needs Divorce Coach
Special Family TransitionsLLC

any families with a child on

the autism spectrum face

divorce. One of the biggest

concerns in these divorces is
what will happen to the children. Parents
may worry about how to explain divorce
to an autistic child, provide emotional sup-
port and reassurance during the process,
and ease trangitions in family dynamics
and living situations, such as preparing
the child to spend time with each parent in
separate homes.

Another significant concern, and poten-
tially amajor source of conflict in divorce,
is agreeing on the amount and duration of
child support and making plans to meet the
current and future financial needs of an au-
tistic child.

Whether parents have ample resources
or are barely able to make ends mest, plan-
ning for and funding the needs of an autis-
tic child can be daunting. Additional med-
ical, therapeutic, educational, caregiving,
and support costs can significantly affect
a family’s financia picture. These are not
just expenses incurred in the present; the
potential future costs of raising and sup-
porting a child with ongoing needs should
also be considered.

These concerns may be heightened when

one parent has reduced earning potential
or has been a stay-at-home parent. Some-
times one parent has not had visibility into
or involvement with the family’s financial
accounts or resources, creating additional
concerns about access to funds during and
after divorce.

Regardless of each parent’s level of fi-
nancial involvement, a significant part of
divorce involves the division of assets, po-
tentially spousal support, and determining
how much child support will be paid, how

it will be paid, and for how long. For fam-
ilies with an autistic child, these decisions
may require looking beyond the traditional
child-support framework.

The financia and support needs of an
autistic child may not end when the child
reaches age 18 or 21, or the age of eman-
cipation or mgjority in a particular state —
when child support often ends for typical-
ly developing children. Some states have
statutes that allow child support to continue
for a child with a disability who will not

be independent or capable of self-support.
The duration and requirements for this sup-
port vary by state. Some states also alow
for child support amounts above standard
guidelines when a child has significant ad-
ditional needs. Parents may also be able to
reach agreements regarding the amount and
duration of support. Families should con-
sult with afamily law attorney in their state
to understand the applicable laws and how
they apply to their particular circumstances.

Protecting Government Benefits
and Other Resources

When determining child support, parents
should also consider how it may interact
with the child's other financial resources
and government benefits. It is important
during divorce to work with family and
estate planning attorneys who understand
first- and third-party Special Needs Trusts
and how they interact with child support,
assets, life insurance, inheritances, and oth-
er resources intended to support the child.

In some circumstances, child support
can be directed into a first-party Specia
Needs Trust rather than paid directly to
the child. When properly established and
administered, this may alow child support
to support the child's needs while helping
preserve digibility for means-tested gov-
ernment benefits such as SS| and Medicaid.

see Divorce on page 37
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Beyond Money Math:

Using THINK to Teach Financial Literacy to Autistic Teens

By Heidi Hillman, PhD, BCBA-D, LMHC
Eastern Washington University

anaging money well is an es-

sential skill that influences

independence and quality of

life. Asfinancial expert Dave
Ramsey said, “You must gain control over
your money or the lack of it will forever
control you.” Money management is essen-
tially mathematical skills combined with
self-control and decision-making; howev-
er, many individuals struggle to manage
their money effectively. According to the
Federal Reserve's Survey of Household
Economics and Decision Making (SHED),
only 35% of non-retired adults reported
that their retirement savings plan was on
track, while the remainder reported that
their plan was not on track or were unsure
of their progress (Board of Governors of
the Federal Reserve System, 2026).

For many children, money skills are in-
fluenced by observing their parents' behav-
iors — how they spend, save, and budget.
For autistic teens, observation alone may
not be sufficient. Instruction is needed
to make financial concepts applicable to
everyday life. This need is increasingly
important as money becomes digitalized
through debit cards, online banking, and
mobile payment applications. Unlike cash

and coins, digital money has no physical
representation, making spending and sav-
ing more abstract and harder to teach.
Financia literacy involves understand-
ing how money works, but financial suc-
cess requires applying that knowledge.
Although existing literature addresses
foundational skills such as identifying and
counting money and making purchases,
research on teaching financial literacy —

decisions such as whether to spend or save
— to autistics remains sparse (Galizzi et
al., 2023; Schena et a., 2025; Wheeler et
al., 2026).

The purpose of this article is to intro-
duce the THINK Model, an initial concep-
tual framework developed by the author
of this paper to guide parents in teaching
their autistic teens financial literacy skills.
The model moves beyond basic money

The Unfinished Business of the ADA:

skills to focus on decision-making and
practical habits.

Financial Knowledge Is Not
Financial Decision-Making

Knowing how much money one has

does not trandate to knowing how that
money should be used. Financial literacy
involves more than understanding prices
or completing daily transactions. Money
management requires individuals to make
decisions, anticipate consequences, pri-
oritize competing needs, and regulate im-
pulses — abilities that are connected to ex-
ecutive functioning, which includes skills
such as planning, thinking, organization,
and goal-directed behaviors. Researchers
examining executive functioning in autis-
tic individuals identified challenges in ar-
eas such as organization, prioritization, and
planning (Kenny et al., 2024; Lannin et al.,
2024). Consequently, teaching an autistic
teen how much something costs may not
be sufficient to teach them whether pur-
chasing it isagood financial decision.

One parent described her college-aged

autistic son who routinely spent significant
amounts of money on cafeteria a la carte
items. He understood prices and paying yet
struggled to evaluate whether those

see Financial Literacy on page 38

Financial Security for People with Disabilities

By Gyasi Burks-Abbott, MS
Author, Educator, Autistic Sef-Advocate

n July 26, 2026, the 36th anni-

versary of the Americans with

Disabilities Act (ADA), the

National Council on Disability
(NCD) announced the “Plan for Disability
Middle Class Framework.” The NCD is
the independent federal agency that first
recommended the creation of an ADA and
wrote the initial draft of the legidation.
And since the law’s inception, the NCD
has continued to be an advisor to the fed-
eral government on disability issues. The
goal of the ADA was to “ensure equality
of opportunity, full participation, inde-
pendent living, and economic self-suffi-
ciency” for people with disabilities. Yet,
in contrast to the progress made in other
areas, economic insecurity remains a ma-
jor issue facing the disability community.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau,
roughly one in four Americans with dis-
abilitieslive below the poverty line, which
is more than double the rate of Americans
without disabilities.

In commemorating the ADA anniver-
sary, Acting NCD Chair Neill Romano
reaffirmed the Council’s continued com-
mitment to promoting and defending the
law. He aso said, “NCD wants to live

up to its legacy by articulating to federal
policy makers the blueprint to move more
Americans with disabilities into the mid-
dle class and break down the policy bar-
riers that have kept too many relegated to
poverty.” One of these “policy barriers’ is
the $2,000 asset limit for Social Security
Income (SSI) recipients. As NCD noted in
a 2023 Progress Report, the SS| asset lim-
it (which hasn’t been updated since 1989)

not only mitigates against saving money
but also disincentivizes working. It penal-
izes marriage too, since the asset limit is
$3,000 for couples.

As1’ve written about elsewhere, the SS
asset limit always trapped me in a dilem-
ma. While | couldn't make enough to be
self-supporting, | was always at risk of
earning just the right amount to jeopar-
dize my benefits. When | think back on the

amount of difficulty this caused, I’ m struck
by the realization that the problem wasn’t
my autism, but the constraints placed on
me because of it. A perfect example of the
social model of disability. | am no lon-
ger on socia security. My income comes
from my part-time position on the Boston
LEND Faculty, consulting work, long-term
disability from aformer employer, and my
mother’s life insurance policy. Given that
my rent alone is over $1,000 a month (and
I'm in affordable housing), living within
the confines of the $2,000 SSI asset limit
would be unsustainable.

My mother’s life insurance policy is my

safety net. When my mom passed away,
one of my aunts, a financial planner, ar-
ranged for the life insurance policy to be
placed with her stockbroker. The money is
invested conservatively, and | get amonthly
stipend. | can also ask for more if I'm ever
in a pinch. But most importantly, there's
just about as much money in the brokerage
account today as when it was set up almost
ten years ago. I’ ve watched the stock mar-
ket go up and down, but like waves in the
ocean, regardless of how the tides rise and
fall, thewater isawaysthere. So, assuming
| don't go on a spending spree and siphon
too much, | should be ok.

Because of private insurance, | don’t

see Financial Security on page 35
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Planning for a Lifetime:

Building a More Secure Future for Autistic People and Their Families

By Keith Wargo
President and CEO
Autism Speaks

hen my son AJ was diag-
nosed with autism at age
three, my wife and | focused
on what was immediate-
ly in front of us: signing him up for the
right therapies, navigating |EP meetings,
finding activities he enjoyed, and helping
him build skills. Like many parents, we
were thinking about his future, but mostly
in terms of the next few years. Thinking
about what his life would look like 20, 30,
or 50 years later was much harder.
Autismisalifelong condition, but thereis
no singletrajectory for autistic people. Some
peoplewith autism liveindependently, build
careers, and manage their own finances.
Others need significant, lifelong support.
Many people will need different levels of
support at different pointsin their lives.
That uncertainty is exactly why planning
for thefuture matters. Itisalso why thereis
no single financial roadmap that works for
every autistic person or every family.

Start Earlier Than You Think

One of the higgest mistakes families
can make is waiting for a crisis or major

Pictured: Keith Wargo with hisson AJ and wife Anne

transition before they start future planning.
Starting earlier gives families moretimeto
understand their options, make thoughtful
decisions, and adjust their plans as circum-
stances change.

In our family, financial planning meant
more than setting money aside. It meant
figuring out what supports AJ might need,
learning about and applying for govern-
ment benefits, setting up a life insurance

policy, and building a network of people
who could help us navigate the years ahead.

None of those decisions happened all at
once, and none of them came from having
a perfect picture of AJ's future. What we
thought he might need asa child is not nec-
essarily what he needs today. We simply
made the best decisions we could with the
information we had.

Families can do the same by darting to
learn about the systems they may encoun-
ter astheir child grows up. That might mean
thinking about what supports their child
could need in adulthood, what benefits or
other resources might be available, and what
they should know about employment, hous-
ing, and healthcare. It a so means considering
who could be part of their child's long-term
support network and what legal or financial
arrangements may eventually be needed.

Autism Speaks' Transition to Adulthood
resources, including our Financia Plan-
ning Tool Kit, can help families start to
answer these questions and prepare for the
changes that come with adulthood well be-
fore their children leave school.

Understand the Programs
Before You Need Them

For many autistic people, public benefits

see Secure Future on page 39

Supporting Financial Literacy in Autistic Adults

Through Neurodiversity-Affirming Life Coaching

By Sarah Lynch Perkins, MS, CCC-SLP
and Jessica Cohen, JD

LifeM AP Coaching at Association for
Autism and Neurodiversity (AANE)

nancial literacy, or the ability to

understand and use persona fi-

nance skills effectively, can be a

key factor in improving quality of
life for many autistic adults. The ability to
earn, save, manage spending, and avoid
debt can significantly improve economic
outcomes and increase a general sense of
well-being and independence. Unfortu-
nately, this is an area often neglected in
education and transition planning, leaving
autistic individuals at a disadvantage as
they enter adulthood. Although early ed-
ucation in financial literacy is preferred, it
is never too late to learn these skills and
improve outcomes. Neurodiversity-af-
firming life coaching can support clients
in identifying and achieving goals related
to awide range of areas, including finan-
cial literacy, so autistic adults can achieve
greater independence and live the lives
they want to lead.

What Are the Barriers?

There are many potential barriers to fi-
nancial literacy and independence in au-

tistic adults. A primary consideration may
be finding productive and gainful employ-
ment that provides a living wage sufficient
to meet the increasing cost of living. Ac-
cording to many estimates, the unemploy-
ment rate for autistic adults ranges from
40%-85%. The National Autism Indica-
tors Report, published by Drexel Universi-
ty in 2015, noted that only 58% of autistic
young adults worked outside the home be-

tween high school and their early 20s.
Even with well-paying employment, au-
tistic adults often struggle with financial
independence. One stumbling block may
be gaining an understanding of financia
concepts such asinterest, debt, the compo-
nents of a paycheck, or the difference be-
tween a credit card and a debit card. Many
individuals benefit from a non-judgmental
review that includes financial topics such

as gross vs. net pay, taxes, and deductions.
This knowledge can help adults better un-
derstand how their income on paper may
or may not support their actual living ex-
penses. When there is a mismatch between
an individua’s income and their expendi-
tures, a discussion of budgeting is often
helpful. Life coaches and clients together
can identify expense areas such as rent,
utilities, insurance, food, and leisure. They
can collaborate to map out specific spend-
ing plans that respect client needs and pri-
orities while supporting responsible finan-
cial decision-making.

Additionally, executive functioning, sen-
sory overload, anxiety, and even communi-
cation needs can al pose significant chal-
lengesto financial well-being. A client may
struggle to remember to pay bills on time,
which could result in overdraft charges,
cessation of services, and/or alower credit
score. Individuals may have difficulty trav-
gling to a bank for in-person services due
to alack of adriver’slicense or challenges
using public transit. Other obstacles may
include navigating crowded or noisy bank
environments, or managing conversations
with financia professionals. Dealing with
general overwhelm in the process - per-
haps not knowing where to begin or what
sequence of eventsto follow - can also

see Life Coaching on page 42
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Don’t Give Up: Lessons From My Decade on Social Security Disability

By Katherine Nestor
Autistic Adult Self-Advocate

y nameis Katherineand | am

37 years old. | have been re-

ceiving Social Security Dis-

ability and Medicare for the
past ten years. | have a learning disorder,
autism, mental health issues, and a host of
physical conditions making it impossible
to work outside the home.

It was not an easy process. If my mother
hadn’t been atrained paralegal who did all
the initial paperwork, and if | hadn’t lat-
er been represented by an attorney, | don’t
know that | would have prevailed. It was
a long and frustrating process, designed
to make you give up out of frustration. |
didn’'t give up. | amtold the process is now
easier, and | hopethatitis.

| have been asked for any tipsthat could
be helpful in filing for disability if you are
on the autism spectrum.

1. Reach Out — The most important thing
is not to be isolated and alone because
the process can fed overwhelming. My
mother completed my first application.
It was denied so we went to a law firm
that represented people applying for
SSI and SSDI. No fees, besides reim-
bursement for copies, filing fees and
postage, will be charged until your case
is decided.

2. Apply for Everything — I qualified for
SSl as well as disability, | would not

have received it if the SSI box had not
been checked off as well as the SSDI
box. Make sure your application re-
flects everything you believe you are
entitled to.

3. BePrepared - Get your records in ad-
vance. Lucky for me, my mom saved
all my education and medical records
relative to my disability since | was
a toddler with low muscle tone. Re-
port cards, occupational, physical and
speech therapy records from my school
years as well as testing results and
medical records were in severa box-

es in her guest room. Some of them
were from before medical records were
computerized.

4. Call Your School — In my state, the

school district holds all your records
until your 26th birthday. | was able to
get mine before they were destroyed.
This helped a great deal because not
only were al the testing results in the
files, so were all the notes related to
that testing. So were IEP meeting min-
utes, report cards and anything else the
school keeps in your file relative to
your education.

5. Medical and Other Recor ds— Some of

my disabilitieswerewith me since child-
hood. Social Security will request all
records related to your disabilities, and
you will have to request them from al
providers you have had, including med-
ical, psychiatric, counseling, and other
therapists. Any MRIs or other types of
medical testing will be part of this. Your
atorney can assist you with this.

. BeGood to Your self — Thisisthe most

important thing, as the process can be
stressful. Reach out to friends and fam-
ily and make sure that if you're feeling
stressed, you're not alone. Remember,
this is just information; you are not
your disability.

. Trust the Process — I received my first

Sacial Security payment approximately
2 years after first filing. After the initial
denial, | got an attorney and won on ap-
peal. | received a back payment which
went to the date I first applied, and my
attorney received a percentage of the
amount | was awarded.

Looking back, | redlize there was noth-

ing | could have done differently to change
the process. Sometimes | was scared; other
times | was frustrated. Today, ten years on,
| am just grateful | was ableto receive SSI,
SSDI, and Medicare. Good luck and don’t
give up.

Katherine Nestor is an Autistic Adult

Self-Advocate.

Autistic Personal Philosophy: Regarding Equity and Equality

By Sam Farmer
Neurodiversity Advocate, Writer,
Author, and Public Speaker

oth of these terms are of critical

importance to the establishment

and enforcement of those rules,

regulations, and laws of ours
with social justice implications, though
one of them often wins out when the other
should. The consequences, particularly for
members of marginalized segments of the
population, can be significant.

The distinction between an end result
and the means to that end is pertinent in
this case. Equality as a process (“equal
treatment,” for example) impliesthat all of
us are treated the same in spite of all the
variation humanity embodies. In my view
as an autistic self-advocate working to ad-
dress the barriers that stand in the way of
greater happiness, success, and justice for
my community, equal treatment endorses a
“one size fits al” approach which betrays
thereality of neurodiversity and of diversi-
ty in al of itsforms.

| see equality as the optimal end goal. A
level playing field for all of us which, if
it were to be attainable, equity, not equali-
ty, would be the ideal means of getting us
there: fairness, due consideration of our
wants and needs asindividuals, and actions

which know better than to reduce humanity
down to the monolith which it is not.

Equal treatment, equal protection, and
other manifestations of procedural equali-
ty would work out wonderfully if we were
all on an equal footing in the first place, if
socia hierarchies didn't exist, or if society
at large knew better than to discriminate.
Hardly the case. The notion of “equal pro-

tection under the law,” until | knew to pon-
der its meaning further, resonated strong-
ly with me as one of the more important
provisions of the U.S. Constitution. Today,
| view it as a flawed construct, mostly be-
cause it has so frequently been denied in
practice and because it dismisses the real-
ity that the human population is too diver-
sified for a “one size fits al” approach to

bejust.

Not that | believe in lawlessness. | sim-

ply prefer “equitable protection under the
law” over equal protection as the more
sensible route. | endorse the abolishment
of those rules, regulations, and laws that
undermine equity and the replacement of
these with others which uphold it.

In my home state of MA, what | view

as equitable protection for autistic individ-
uals who drive was recently signed into
law. The Massachusetts Blue Envelope
Bill requires the MA Registry of Motor
Vehicles (RMV) to provide specialized
blue envel opes which are intended to ease
communications between autistic drivers
and law enforcement during traffic stops.
These envelopes would hold the driver’'s
license, registration, insurance card, and
emergency contact information, informing
the police officer, in straightforward, un-
ambiguous terms, that the driver isautistic.
Furthermore, the envelopes show printed
guidance as to what the driver and officer
can do to facilitate respectful, effectivein-
teractions. Appropriately so, participation
in the program is voluntary. The autism
community is anything but monolithic.

Regrettably, misunderstandings on the

part of law enforcement about certain be-
haviors commonly exhibited by autistic

see Equity and Equality on page 37
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Medicaid Fraud IsReal. So Isthe Harm to FamiliesWho Depend on It

By Robert Naseef, PhD
Clinical Psychologist, Author,
and Parent of an Adult Autistic Son

eports of Medicaid fraud are
deeply troubling, and those re-
sponsible should be prosecuted.
But fraud has become the jus-
tification for policies that make it harder
for familiesto access the medical care and
supports they depend on. Our government
has the tools to investigate fraud without
placing additional burdens on people with
disabilities and their caregivers.

Recent reports of fraud and abuse in
several states are disturbing, especially be-
cause they are making it even harder for
familiesto accessthe help they desperately
need to care for their autistic children and
adults at home. Of course, anyone defraud-
ing Medicaid and exploiting individuals
with developmental disabilities should be
held accountable. However, the response
to these cases should not unfairly impact
families who legitimately depend on these
services every day.

| writefrom lived experience asthefather
of a nonspeaking adult whose group home
isfunded almost entirely by Medicaid.

My son, Tarig, now 46 years old, has
been in residential care since he was 9. He
needed round-the-clock care because he
did not understand danger, did not sleep
safely through the night, and was a con-
stant risk of wandering.

One night, he climbed down the fire
escape of our apartment while everyone

was asleep. Fortunately, | found him at the
playground next to the nearby train tracks,
playing joyfully on the swings.

Going through due process with the
school district to get a residential place-
ment was an excruciating experience. | fi-
nally found peace and acceptance knowing
that my child was safe. A few years later,
an autistic boy in our neighborhood died af-
ter wandering onto those same train tracks
at night. That tragedy reinforced the fear |
lived with every day when my son was still
at home. Today, my son’s services are fund-
ed by Medicaid. Protecting those servicesis
not simply apolicy issuefor my family. Itis
amatter of safety and quality of life.

To understand why this matters, it isim-
portant to understand what M edicai d makes
possible. Home and Community-Based
Services (HCBS) allow individuals with
disabilitiesand chronic health conditionsto
receive long-term care and support in their
homes and communitiesinstead of nursing
homes or other ingtitutional settings. These
Medicaid waivers have never been easy to
obtain, and waiting lists in many states are
already yearslong.

As states implement changes following
H.R. 1, many families are worried about
what comes next. Autism Society of Amer-
ica affiliates across the country are report-
ing that some families are already being

required to reapply for waiver services
without clear information about the criteria
or process. For families already navigating
a complicated system, uncertainty alone
can be overwhelming.

We should absolutely investigate fraud,
strengthen oversight, and hold bad actors
accountable. Protecting taxpayer dollars
and protecting people with disabilities
are not competing goals. We can and
must do both.

The true measure of our Medicaid sys-
tem isnot only how effectively it identifies
fraud, but whether it continues to protect
the children and adults whose lives depend
on it. Familieslike mine should not haveto
fear losing the services that keep our loved
ones safe because of the actions of those
who abuse the system.

The Autism Society of America believes
every autistic person deserves accessto the
supports they need, when they need them,
in ways that respect their rights, dignity,
and autonomy. As policymakers contin-
ue efforts to strengthen Medicaid, they
must ensure that legitimate beneficiaries
are protected and that essential services
remain available to those who depend on
them every day.

Robert Naseef, PhD, is a clinical psy-
chologist, author, and parent of an adult
son with autism. He is the co-facilitator
of a fathers’ support group at Montclair
University. He serves on the Panel of Pro-
fessional Advisors of the Autism Society of
America and blogs regularly at alterna-
tivechoi ces.com.

The Person Doesn’t Change. The System Around Them Does.

By Aishwarya Manga
Behavioral Therapist
and Social Skills Coach

t UCLA's PEERS Clinic, |

coached autistic teenagers

learning social skillsthat could

help them navigate adulthood.
Later, as a behavioral therapist, | worked
directly with autistic individuals and their
familiesin their homes.

One mother stopped me after a session.
Her daughter had just turned eighteen,
and she was trying to understand what
came next.

Her daughter had spent years inside a
system that knew her: teachers who under-
stood how she communicated, individual-
ized goals, adults who knew that her going
quiet did not mean she had stopped paying
attention. Her mother had spent those same
years learning to advocate inside it: which
forms mattered, which meetings to attend,
how to ask.

Nothing about her daughter’s needs had
changed because she turned eighteen. The
system around her had.

| used to think of this as an autism prob-
lem. After working with older adults, | no
longer do.

The United States has built sophisticat-
ed care around particular stages of life and

particular diseases. We are much worse at
the space between them.

For autistic people, one of the sharpest
transitions comes at the end of school.
It's often described as services ending at
eighteen, but that shorthand hides what
actually happens. Under the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act, eligible
students hold an entitlement, and an indi-
vidualized team is responsible for coor-

dinating supports, accommodations, and
transition planning. When a student leaves
that system, adult support becomes largely
eligibility-based: Medicaid waivers, de-
velopmental disability agencies, vocation-
al rehabilitation, housing, transportation.
Each hasits own application, its own proof
of need, its own queue.

The person has not become harder to
support. Responsibility has migrated, from

an institution to an individual and, often,
their family.

And dligibility is not access. In 2025,
more than 600,000 people were on waiting
or interest lists for Medicaid home- and
community-based services across 41 states,
most of them people with intellectual or
developmental disabilities. KFF cautions
that these lists imperfectly measure unmet
need, because states differ in how they de-
termine eligibility. They are still evidence
of how difficult timely access can be.

Research documents the transition more
directly. A longitudinal study followed 204
autistic people across 14 years surround-
ing high-school exit. Service use declined
afterward, and unmet needs rose imme-
diately, for autistic people both with and
without intellectual disability. The authors
tied those patternsto theloss of entitlement
to school-based services and the limited
availability of adult ones.

Years later, | started seeing another
version of this while working with older
adults.

At first the problems looked small. One
older woman dlid her phone toward me be-
cause she could not get into her patient por-
tal. Through AgeWell, we heard repeatedly
from older adults and caregivers about the
difficulty of managing medications, and

see The System on page 36
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Profiling Neurodiverse Hiring I nitiatives and What They Actually Deliver

By Gabriele Barrocas
Founder and Writer
The Real Spectrum

as neurodivergent. During the eight-week
internship, participants receive training,
coaching, and mentoring that sets them in
an effective position on their career devel-
opment journey. The program is offered in
bout 15% to 20% of the global Salt Lake City, Dallas, and New York.

populationidentifiesasneurodi-

vergent, yet these same individ-

uals experience significant em-
ployment disparities and unemployment
rates ranging from 30% to 85%. Today, a
lot of the conversation around employment
is one-directional. Prospective employees

Hewlett Packard Enterprise - Hewlett
Packard Enterprise (HPE), a leader in the
technology space, developed their “Dan-
delion Program” in 2015 with the goa of
supporting and creating more job opportu-
nities for individuals with autism, ADHD,
and other neurodiverse conditions. One

are more concerned with whether they can
get ajob rather than whether the company
islucky to have them.

According to a report by CNBC, many
large technology companies are actively
seeking out neurodiverse professionals to
fill important roles. With increasing un-
derstanding of neurodiversity, many com-
panies have implemented specific hiring
programs that target the diverse perspec-
tives and sensory needs of neurodiverse
individuals. But are these companies hold-
ing up their end of the promises, or isthere
a disconnect between what they offer and
employment outcomes?

Current Neurodiverse Hiring Initiatives

In this section, I've classified the hiring
initiatives that are currently in practice ac-
cording to four categories. in-house cor-
porate programs with direct hire, in-house
programs with a consulting layer, neurodi-
vergent-first organizations, and universi-
ty-affiliated pipelines. The following ini-
tiatives are all established, multi-year, and
verifiable.

In-House Corporate Programs (Direct
Hire) - These include dedicated recruiting
and onboarding tracks that are managed
within acompany’s own HR team.

SAP Autism at Work - SAP's “Autism at
Work” program launched in 2013, dedicat-
ed to fostering an inclusive environment
by integrating individuals with autism
into their workforce. The origina goa
was to have 1% or more autistic workers
employed at SAP by 2020. Today, the ini-
tiative has reached about 240 employees
over 16 countries and 125+ companies. As
a social movement in itself, the Autism at
Work program celebrates universal design,
aneuroinclusive corporate culture, and en-
gaged dllies.

The SAP “Knowledge Center” provides
avast compilation of resources where they
share best practices regarding neuroin-
clusion in the workplace. Through down-
loadabl e resources, SAP emphasizes many
insights that have worked within their
company, encouraging other companies
to request feedback periodically from the
people directly involved, emphasizing that
measures of impact should not end with
hiring, implementing pre-screening before
presenting candidates to hiring managers
to increase the probability of a successful
placement, encouraging appropriate use
of language, and acknowledging the lim-
its of using humor in hiring practices. On
the website, SAP explains, “Everyone is
best served when working in an inclusive
environment. Build an environment where

employees can thrive through understand-
ing a new colleague’'s needs, conducting
inclusive meetings, and making minor ad-
justments to the work environment.”

Microsoft Neurodiversity Hiring Program
- Microsoft was one of the first companies
to implement a neurodiverse hiring initia-
tive, leading the business world in a cel-
ebration of “the differences that make us
stronger.” Prospective applicants within
the program can participate in an extended
interview process that focuses on prepara-
tion, workplace insights, and the culture
within Microsoft, while also giving them
the opportunity to showcase their unique
strengths. To apply, individuals can find
available positions on the Careers site, us-
ing the filter neurodiversity. However, Mi-
crosoft encourages applicantsto look at all
open roles within the company and appli-
cants can fill out an accommodation form
to make sure their needs are met.

The Microsoft team operates in a hybrid
workplace, where flexibility strengthens
collaboration and decision-making. Em-
ployees are given comprehensive benefits
and equitable pay, a commitment that is
integral to the Microsoft mission.

Wells Fargo Neurodiversity Program - The
Wells Fargo Neurodiversity Program was
launched in April 2020, during Autism
Awareness Month. Initially addressing the
significant unemployment rates among
neurodiverse individuals, the program ex-
panded to provide accessible and modern-
ized employment opportunities. They’ve
hired 388 neurodiverse employees and
have provided 32 summer internships, with
96% of interns receiving full-time offers
after graduation.

If candidates aren't immediately hired,
they can opt to join the “Neurodiversity
Program Talent Community,” where they
upload their resume to be matched to the
most suitable roles.

In 2025, Wells Fargo gave a $3.75 mil-
lion grant to UConn's Center for Neuro-
diversity and Employment Innovation,
which funds full-day workshops teaching
other companies how to create their own
neurodiversity hiring programs. AsaWells
Fargo Neurodiversity Program Executive,
Stephen DeStefani describes the grant as

providing a “firm-wide ecosystem,” driv-
ing a cultural narrative change inside and
outside the company.

In-House Programs with a Consulting
Component - These programs are struc-
turally similar on paper to the previous in-
house programs, but here, candidates en-
ter as contractors or through a third-party
staffing partner before converting to direct
employment.

EY Neurodiversity Centers of Excellence
- The first center was built in Philadelphia
in 2016, and as of 2024, EY manages 23
Neurodiverse Centers of Excellence glob-
ally with the purpose of supporting neuro-
diverse workers with autism, ADHD, dys-
lexia, etc. EY has a 92% retention rate for
neurodivergent employees and a 1.2-1.4x
increase in productivity and quality of
work within teams.

In 2025, EY commissioned a Global
Neuroinclusion at Work Study with aca-
demic contributors from several universi-
ties, including Cambridge Judge Business
School. The study surveyed over 2,000
professionals, of whom 1,603 were neuro-
divergent. They found that neurodivergent
professionals report high proficiency in the
World Economic Forum’'s (WEF) top 10
fastest-growing skills for 2030, including
curiosity/lifelong learning and resilience/
flexibility. They aso found that when neu-
rodivergent professionalsfeel “truly includ-
ed,” their proficiency in these skillsrises by
an average of 10%. However, despite high
engagement, only 25% of neurodivergent
professionals actually feel truly included.

In terms of recommendations, EY em-
phasizes a skills-based approach to talent
strategy rather than credential-based hir-
ing, using data to measure neuroinclusion
as a baseline metric, and adopting individ-
ually negotiated working practices.

Goldman Sachs - Goldman Sachs is anoth-
er organization committed to welcoming
people from al different backgrounds and
perspectives. By partnering with Special-
isterne, a non-profit organization aimed at
employing neurodiverse individuals in the
workforce, Goldman Sachs offers a Neuro-
diversity Hiring Initiative. The programisa
paid internship for individuals who identify

service through the program is the de-
ployment of “pods,” which are made up
of around eight to nine employees with
autism and function as high-performance
mini-ecosystems. Within the program, the
company found that after six months, neu-
rodiverse teams were 30% more produc-
tive than others.

On a broader scale, HPE has a Global

Disabilities Network, an employee re-
source group for staff with disabilities or
connectionsto adisability. Under CEO An-
tonio Neri, the company also created HPE
Able, a program handling accommodation
requests and disability inclusion training.

Deloitte - Deloitte's neurodiversity inclu-
sion strategies are broader than a single
specific hiring program. For recruitment
specifically, Deloitte is committed to fund-
ing scholarships and apprenticeships for
individuals. Neurodiversity@Del ditte pro-
vides a threeemonth paid apprenticeship
that can lead to full-time employment, and a
number of Deloitte firms have collaborated
with organizations like Auticon to support
the recruitment of neurodiverse people.

In a 2023 article, Deloitte laid out a

framework for building neurcinclusive
programs. After extensive research, De-
loitte noted that
placement for students with disabilities
rose from 32% in 1989 to 67% in 2021,
meaning more neurodivergent individuals
are entering the workforce with prior ex-
perience collaborating with others. They
also cited JPMorgan Chase's finding that
employees hired through its neurodiversi-
ty program are 90-140% more productive
with more consistent work. Their recom-
mended framework emphasizes a redesign
of work and promotion paths, hiring meth-
ods that involve neurodivergent interview-
ers and project-based evaluation, making
neurodivergent leaders visible, and adapt-
ing universal design principles. The article
opens with a quote from a Deloitte leader:
“Neurodiversity is the acceptance of the
variance of the infinite manifestations of
neurological makeup. So neurodiversity
includes everybody.”

inclusive classroom

Neurodivergent-First Firms - These in-
clude companies built around neurodiver-
gent talent as the core workforce, which
differs from the more conventional ones
mentioned prior.

Ultranauts - Ultranauts was founded in
2013 by two MIT engineers and today has
colleagues working in over 20 U.S. states
and some areas in Canada. Their founding

see Neurodiverse Hiring on page 40
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The Financial Side of an Autism Diagnosis:

What Families Should Know

By Ashley Romero Diaz, PhD, BCBA-D
Director of Research
ABA Centersof America

ecelving an autism diagno-

sis for your child may bring an

overwhelming amount of new

information. Families quickly
find themselves learning about therapeu-
tic recommendations such as Applied Be-
havior Analysis (ABA), speech-language
therapy, occupational therapy, and addi-
tional medical care. ABA, for example, is
an evidence-based approach grounded in
the core principles of behavior and learn-
ing that has been applied to support au-
tistic individuals for decades (Baer et al.,
1968; Cooper et al., 2020; Lovaas, 1987).
Although families often receive extensive
information about recommended services,
they may receive less guidance on the fi-
nancial responsibilities that accompany
these supports.

Accessing recommended autism-related
services can come with substantial finan-
cial costs. For example, an estimate from
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) reported that inten-
sive behavioral interventions may cost
approximately $40,000 to $60,000 per
year (CDC, 2014). However, insurance
coverage for autism-related services has

expanded considerably with changes to
state and federal policies. Beginning in the
early 2000s, states adopted laws requir-
ing health plans to cover autism-related
services, followed by additional federal
protection under the Affordable Care Act
(ACA) in 2010. In 2014, the Centers for
Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS)
further expanded access by issuing guid-
ance to states regarding coverage of med-

icaly necessary autism-related services
for children enrolled in Medicaid. Despite
these advances, families may till face sig-
nificant differencesin what their insurance
covers and out-of-pocket expenses, high-
lighting the importance of understanding
the financial considerations that follow an
autism diagnosis.

The purpose of this article is to provide
families with a practical, evidence-based

Life Through an Autistic Lens:

introduction to the financial side of an au-
tism diagnosis and resources to help make
informed decisions as they determine the
next steps for their child and family. To
support this goal, the article will focus on
four key areas of financial consideration:

1. Insurance coverage

2. Understanding that there is no single
“cost” to autism

3. Financial impacts and changes at work
4. Financid stepsand achecklist for families.
Insurance Coverage

Understanding your insurance coverage
is an important first financial step follow-
ing an autism diagnosis. However, having
health-care coverage does not necessarily
mean that all services are paid for in full.
Specifically, deductibles, copayments, co-
insurance, provider network status, and
benefit limitations can al affect financia
responsibility and out-of-pocket expenses.
Because autism affects each child differ-
ently, the type of ABA services recom-
mended (e.g., focused or comprehensive)
and the intensity of treatment (e.g., afew

see Financial Side on page 41

My Fear of Growing Old Without Financial Stability

By Rhonda Cheryl Solomon, M Sc, PhD
(cand.), University of Toronto

deeply feel time speeding by. The

years speeding by. And it visceral-

ly terrifies me. Because with each

passing day, my fear over my future
grows. It getsincreasingly real.

At the heart of my fear is this one ques-
tion: Will | have enough money to be able
to live independently for as long as possi-
ble, and at no point ever be placed in acare
home? | must not ever enter a care home. |
would rather, well....

I think a lot about my future. About the
fact that I'm not at all young. And that |
have no real income and no savings. I've
never been able to work. Not tradition-
al work anyway. | receive a government
disability pension. I’'m nearing the end of
my PhD and praying that | find paid work
afterwards. Work that | can manage and a
supportive workplace that | love and one
that will allow me to remain there as long
as |I’m able to meaningfully contribute.

| need to work. Because | need money.
I need enough money to live independent-
ly at home, but with access to any external
support | may one day require. I'll need
money to hire a persona care worker if
needed. None of thisis happening today, is
today’s reality, but it's a real future possi-

bility and I’m very much thinking about it.
Worrying about it.

For thelast several yearsthisfear hasen-
veloped my life. The fear of poverty. The
fear of losing control over my life. Being
at other people’'s mercy. My life in other
peopl€e's hands.

At this point, | don't know if I'll ever
find work. Suitable work. | have no guar-
antees (no one has this guarantee, |1 know).

| don’t want money for vacations or nice
clothes or even for healthy food. | want
money for my independence, for my men-
tal health.

| think a lot about how having money
equates to independence, something that's
so important to me, and maybe to other
autistic people as well. To the ability to
control our lives. To do what we need to
do — to live life according to our rules,

to regulate our external environments, to
move our bodies how we need to.

If 1 don't have any money, | likely
won't have any of these things if/when |
no longer can independently care for my-
self. | think alot about the end, about how
| want to go. And it’s not surrounded by
strangers, by noise, by smells, by every-
thing else that's unavoidable when you
livein acare home.

| was thinking that it would be nice to
be able to design a caring community for
people like me. For older autistic people
who need some care support, but who want
to live in a place that feels like home —
where they can plan and control their en-
vironments, choose when (or not) to inter-
act and who to interact with, and feel safe
with who and what surrounds them. Au-
tistic people who would thrive in a quiet,
peaceful, accepting community. One that
prioritizes mental health. Access to books,
nature, recreation. Where money isn't an
issue for those who can't afford to pay.
Where the fear of poverty doesn’'t weigh
on their hearts.

| want to create a caring community that
allows older autistic adults to be ourselves
and offers us opportunities to lead fulfill-
ing lives while living there. A community
that looks out for each other but

see Growing Old on page 32
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Tipsfor Planning Financial Security Beyond Childhood

By Christin Kennedy, BS, BCaBA
Kennedy ABA

ost of the financial planning

conversations that happen

in early intervention and

school-age ABA  services
are, understandably, focused on the here
and now: how many therapy hours are au-
thorized this month, which servicesinsur-
ancewill cover thisyear, how to budget for
the next evaluation. Adulthood can fed far
away when a family is still navigating an
| EP meeting or anew diagnosis.

But adulthood arrives faster than most
families expect, and the financial systems
that support a child, such as insurance
mandates, school-based services, and pe-
diatric Medicaid rules, mostly disappear
at eighteen or twenty-one. What replaces
them is a different, less familiar system,
and families who haven't started planning
for it often find themselves scrambling
during a period that should otherwise be a
proud transition.

The guidance below reflects patterns
seen consistently acrossABA clinicswork-
ing with families well before, and well &f-
ter, that transition point. These are general
observations, not personalized financial,
legal, or investment advice — every fami-
ly’s benefit rules, assets, and legal situation
are different, so it's worth confirming any-
thing specific to your circumstances with a

licensed financia advisor, a special needs
planning attorney, or the relevant benefits
agency directly.

Start Earlier Than Feels Necessary

The single most common regret voiced
by families of autistic adults is not start-
ing the planning process sooner. Many of
the most important financial protections,
such as guardianship or supported deci-
sion-making arrangements, special needs

trusts, and adult Medicaid waiver applica-
tions, take months or years to set up prop-
erly, and severa have waitlists that start
counting from the date of application, not
the date of need.

Recommendation: Begin having explor-
atory conversations, even informal ones,
by early adolescence. This doesn't mean
committing to specific legal decisions
years in advance. It means starting to ask
the right questions early enough that de-

cisons can be made thoughtfully rather
than under deadline pressure as a child ap-
proaches eighteen.

Understand That Benefits Rules
Change at Adulthood

Many familiesdon’t realize that eligibil-

ity for programs like Supplemental Securi-
ty Income (SSI) and Medicaid is calculat-
ed differently once a child turns eighteen.
Before that age, a parent’s income and
assets are usualy counted against eligi-
bility. After eighteen, in most cases, only
the individua’s own income and assets
are counted, which means an autistic adult
with no income of their own may newly
qualify for benefits that weren’t available
during childhood, even in households with
solid incomes.

This shift is good news for many fam-

ilies, but it also introduces new risk. A
well-intentioned gift, an inheritance, or
savings placed directly in an adult child’s
name can push them over asset limits (of-
ten just a few thousand dollars) and result
in aloss of benefits.

Recommendation: Around age seventeen,
meet with a benefits counselor or a special
needs planning attorney to understand ex-
actly how eligibility will be recalculated.
Thisis also the point to make sure any

see Planning Tips on page 42

Financial Mistakes Parents of Children with Autism Should Avoid

By Jasmin Sanchez, MS, BCBA
Achieve ABA Therapy Group

linical directors and Board-

Certified Behavior Analysts

sit across the table from fam-

ilies every week during intake
meetings, treatment plan reviews, and
progress updates. What comes up again
and again is that the financial side of
an autism diagnosis catches parents
off guard just as much as the clinical
side does. Families are usually emo-
tionally prepared to hear about therapy
goals and developmental milestones.
Far fewer are prepared for the maze of
insurance authorizations, out-of-pock-
et costs, and long-term financial plan-
ning that comes with raising a child
with autism.

Thefinancial misstepsbelow areamong
the most common that ABA professionals
see in clinical practice, along with prac-
tical guidance for avoiding them. These
are general observations drawn from
common patterns in the field, not per-
sonalized financial, legal, or investment
advice — every family’s insurance plan,
state benefits, and legal situation is dif-
ferent, so it's worth confirming anything
specific to your circumstances with a li-
censed financial advisor, a special needs
planning attorney, or your insurance pro-
vider directly.

Mistake #1: Waiting Too Long to
Understand Insurance Coverage

A common pattern in clinica intake
meetingsisafamily that receives adiagno-
sis, feels overwhelmed, and simply hands
their insurance card to the first provider
who can see them, assuming the details
will “sort themselves out.” They rarely do.

Autism therapy, particularly Applied
Behavior Analysis (ABA), operates under
a patchwork of state mandates, employer
plan types (fully insured vs. self-funded),

and authorization requirements that vary
widely. A plan that looks generous on pa-
per may require prior authorization every
90 days, cap the number of therapy hours,
or use a narrow network of “in-network”
providers. Families who don’t ask detailed
questions upfront are often blindsided
months later by adenied claim or a sudden
lapse in authorized hours.

Recommendation: Before committing to
a provider, call the insurance company di-
rectly and ask specifically about ABA and

autism-related therapy benefits, whether
the plan is self-funded or fully insured,
what the reauthorization cycle looks like,
and whether there are visit or session
limits, prior authorization requirements,
network restrictions, deductibles, coin-
surance, or other benefit limitations. Ask
the chosen clinic's billing team to walk
through this too. A good clinic will have
a dedicated point of contact for insurance
guestions and should be transparent about
what agiven plan will and won't cover.

Mistake #2: Not Budgeting for the
“Gaps’ Between Covered Services

Insurance coverage for autism-related

services varies by plan and may include
multiple components of ABA treatment
as well as other therapies. Coverage for
related services such as speech therapy,
occupational therapy, assistive technolo-
gy, social skills programs, respite care, and
specialized camps varies by plan and may
require separate authorization or fall under
adifferent benefit.

Families often budget carefully for the

therapy they know iscoming, then get caught
unprepared for these secondary costs, which
can add up to thousands of dollars a year.

Recommendation: Ask the clinical team
early on to map out the full picture of

see Financial Mistakes on page 38
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Money Management from page 1

may practice saving for anew pair of shoes
or tickets to a preferred event, therefore
learning that saving can support access to
larger, meaningful outcomes.

Building on these financial goals, goal
setting may further strengthen financial
independence by teaching individuals to
develop ssimple, achievable goal sthat grad-
ually increase in complexity. Short-term
goals should focus on small, attainable cri-
teria before progressing to more advanced
financial objectives. For example, a short-
term goal may involveindependently using
adebit card to purchase apreferred drink at
a familiar store. Once mastered, this goal
can expand to purchasing itemsin multiple
locations using novel payment methods.
Long-term goals may require sustained
savings over months or years, preparing
individuals to engage in increasingly com-
plex financial tasks.

As individuals begin to develop and
work toward financial goals, self-manage-
ment becomes essential for organizing and
carrying out the behaviors required to mest
those goals. Self-management encompass-
es a range of skills that support indepen-
dent financial behavior, including the use
of checklists, visual supports, and organi-
zational systems to guide purchasing and
budgeting for activities. These skills may
involve creating and following a grocery
list, identifying items needed for med
preparation, or using a visual checklist to
determine what must be purchased when
moving into a new home.

For example, an individual will:

1. locate arecipe online,

2. identify which ingredients are available
and which are needed,

3. generate a checklist of required items,
4. purchase those items, and
5. follow the recipe to prepare the meal.

This example demonstrates that finan-
cial independence often involves coordi-
nated behavior chains rather than isolated
money-management skills. Self-manage-
ment also extends to overseeing one's
bank accounts, establishing checking and
savings accounts, and managing spending
and saving to meet daily needs and pre-
ferred activities. Effective self-manage-
ment may support greater autonomy and
promote consistent, organized financia
decision-making.

Before implementing instruction, it
can be helpful to identify which financial
skills an individual aready performs in-
dependently, and which skills may require
additional support. Families and individ-
uals can consider skills such as making
purchasing decisions, using different pay-
ment methods, following a budget, navi-
gating stores, managing online purchases,
monitoring accounts, asking for assistance,
and responding to unexpected financial
situations. It is also important to consider
whether the skill can be performed inde-
pendently across different people, places,

Dr. Rebecca Gonzales, PhD, BCBA-D, LBA

and situations. For example, an individual
may be independently able to use a debit
card at a familiar store, but need addition-
al practice using cash, purchasing from an
unfamiliar store, or completing a transac-
tion with a different employee. Identifying
current strengths and areas for growth can
help families prioritize meaningful goals
and build financia independence gradually.

Asindividuals gain competence in man-
aging their own financial behavior, instruc-
tion must also address safe and effective
participation in both online and in-person
shopping. These skills include navigating
online stores, comparing prices, reviewing
product descriptions, identifying secure
payment options, and completing digi-
tal purchases independently. Instruction
should emphasize purchasing items from
reputable or certified sellers and recogniz-
ing indicators of fraud to avoid accidental
scams and financial loss. Devel oping these
online shopping skills may support safer
consumer behavior and reduce monetary
risk during purchasing activities.

Financial independence further requires
the ability to manage money in commu-
nity settings. This includes navigating fi-
nancial exchanges at restaurants, such as
ordering independently, reviewing prices,
calculating totals, determining appropri-
ate tip amounts, and completing payment
using various methods, all while selecting
menu items within a predetermined budget
and making cost-aligned choices. Individ-
uals must also learn to manage transpor-
tation-related expenses, including budget-
ing for bus, train, rideshare, or taxi fares;
comparing prices across transportation op-
tions; and making cost-effective decisions
for community travel. In addition, individ-
uals may benefit from learning to manage
their money through a bank, including de-
positing and withdrawing funds, monitor-
ing account balances, using online bank-
ing tools, and making informed decisions
about saving and spending. Together, these
community-based financial skills support
greater autonomy and prepare individuals
to navigate a wide range of real-world fi-
nancial demands.

To support these increasingly complex
financial behaviors, additional skills such
as choice-making, following budgets,
problem-solving, and self-advocacy be-
come essential. Choice-making involves
selecting among different stores, brands,
or shopping activities, aswell as choosing

Dr. Stephanie Hajtun, PhD, BCBA-D, LBA

preferred payment methods such as cash
or a debit card. Providing choices during
instruction may also support engagement
for some learners (Peterson et al., 2016).
Following budgets and spending plans
requires tracking expenditures, allocat-
ing funds appropriately, and adhering to a
structured budget. Individuals may bene-
fit from apps or free online tools that sup-
port planning for specific items or long-
term goals, monitoring spending patterns,
and identifying areas where expenses can
be reduced.

Problem-solving includes navigating
financial challenges, such as paying with
cash or resolving difficulties at the reg-
ister, often taught through modeling and
roleplaying in various purchasing scenar-
ios. Self-advocacy may include expressing
preferences for items, brands, stores, or
shopping environments, thereby promot-
ing autonomy and strengthening financial
decision-making. Consumer awareness
includes attending to one's surroundings
and following social expectations in com-
munity settings, such as remaining in line,
navigating aisles safely, adjusting prox-
imity when others pass with carts, and us-
ing polite phrases like “excuse me’ when
reaching for items.

Financial independence also requires
the ability to recognize when support is
needed. For example, an individual may
independently complete routine purchases
but seek assistance when a bank account
contains unfamiliar charges, a cashier pro-
vides an unexpected total, or an online sell-
er requests unusua financial information.
Teaching individuals to appropriately seek
assistance should therefore be considered a
component of independence rather than a
failure to demonstrate independence.

As these skills develop, generalization
may become a critical priority. Individu-
als must be able to apply financial skills
across settings, people, and situations. If
an individual learns only one payment
method, such as using a card, they must
be able to confidently transition to alterna-
tives, such as cash, when needed. Instruc-
tion should therefore include practicing
multiple payment modalities (e.g., card,
Apple Pay, cash) across varied purchasing
contexts to ensure generalization of skills.
Learners should also practice interacting
with novel individuals, including greeting
store employees and responding to com-
mon questions during purchases. Addi-

tionally, generalizing purchasing skills to
online environments and understanding
how online transactions differ from in-per-
son exchanges is an essential part of com-
prehensive financial training. Multiple
examples, varied practice opportunities,
prompting and fading, and practice across
settings and people can also be used to
promote generalization.

To support the acquisition and general-
ization of these skills, families, educators,
and practitioners can use structured, evi-
dence-based instructional methods. Behav-
ioral Skills Training (BST) provides one
such systematic approach for introducing,
modeling, and practicing new financial be-
haviors. BST consists of four components:
instruction, modeling, rehearsal, and per-
formance feedback (Parsons et al., 2012).
For example, when teaching purchasing
skills, the trainer may provide written and
verba instructions outlining each step of
the transaction, model the steps using rele-
vant payment methods, engage the learner
in role-play with the trainer acting as the
store employee, and deliver performance
feedback to strengthen accurate respond-
ing. This structured seguence ensures
learners acquire, practice, and refine finan-
cial skillsin amanner that promotes fluen-
¢y, confidence, and generalization across
real-world contexts.

Ultimately, financial independence may
be viewed as a behaviora repertoire rather
than a single skill. Effective instruction ex-
tends beyond teaching individuals to count
money or complete purchases and instead
addresses the broader behaviors required to
make informed choices, manage resources,
solve problems, advocate for preferences,
recognize financial risks, and appropriately
seek assistance. By systematically assess-
ing and teaching these skills while pro-
gramming for generalization, individuas
can support meaningful increases in auton-
omy, independence, and quality of life.

Dr. Rebecca Gonzales, PhD, BCBA-D,
LBA, is Assistant Professor at Ball State
University. Dr. Sephanie Hajtun, PhD,
BCBA-D, LBA, isAdjunct Professor at Bay
Path University. For more information,
email Dr. Gonzales at Rebecca.gonza-
les.349@gmail.com.
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Financial Planning from page 1

(other than health), legal and professional
services related to the income, office sup-
plies, and utilities, to name a few. Office-
in-the-home expenses are a very complex
issue that requires individual consultation
with atax provider.

Some favorable tax regulations avail-
able to the neuro-diverse are known as the
ABLE Act accounts and the Saver’s Cred-
it. Both of these are summarized below:

ABLEAct

Achieving a Better Life Experience
(ABLE) Act established ABLE accountsin
2014. The ABLE Act allows individualsto
establish an ABLE account if they have a
diagnosed disability that was diagnosed by
the time the individual attained the age of
26 (Gardner & Daff, 2015). Effective Jan-
uary 1, 2026, the ABLE Age Adjustment
Act raised this age-of-onset threshold from
26 to 46. When the law was enacted, the el-
igible individual, also known as the desig-
nated beneficiary or owner of the account,
is entitled to collect Social Security based
on blindness or disability.

Saver’s Credit

The Saver’s Credit enacted under IRC
Section 25B is a non-refundable cred-
it available to certain igible individuals
who have made contributions to certain
types of retirement programs — for ex-
ample, 401(k), 403(b), 457(b), IRAS, Roth
IRAs, and ABLE accounts, to name a few.
The credit is available to taxpayers of at
least 18 years of age who are not full-time
students and who cannot be a qualifying
child or qualifying relative for another tax-
payer (Bird et a., 2019).

Effects of the One Big
Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA)

Earlier, there was a proposed hill being
debated named the ENABLE Act with the
intent to modify some of the provisions
of the ABLE Act. The ENABLE Act was
not adopted; instead, the proposed changes
were incorporated into the OBBBA (Pia-
centi, 2025). The ABLE Act included pro-
visions for many elements of the program
to sunset at different dates, but the inclu-
sion of the ENABLE Act in the OBBBA
made ABLE accounts a permanent part of
the tax code.

The provisions of the law now becoming
permanent are: the ABLE to Work provi-
sion, which allows employed disabled in-
dividual s to contribute more than the annu-
al standard limit; the ABLE Saver’s Credit,
which allows low- and moderate-income
individuals who contribute to their ABLE
accountsto qualify for atax credit; and 529
college savings plan to ABLE rollovers,
which allows families to permanently roll
over unused college savings into ABLE

William Leondlli, EdD, MS, CPA

accounts without incurring tax penalties
(Piacenti, 2025).

To summarize, the key takeaways are
that ABLE accounts offer tax-free savings
for disability-related expenses, the annual
contribution limits are $20,000 annually
plus up to $15,650 (for residents of the
continental United States) for employed
individuals who do not participate in a
workplace retirement plan. Additionally,
ABLE accounts with balances of $100,000
or lessdo not affect SSI benefits, and Med-
icaid benefits are not affected by an ABLE
account regardless of the balance in the
account. Also, the OBBBA made the pro-
visions discussed above permanent.

Managing Tax
Obligations and Tax Season

The tax code can be understood, in part,
as a system of incentives and consequenc-
es: it offers credits, deductions, and tax-ad-
vantaged savings opportunities, while im-
posing penalties and interest when filing
or payment obligations are not met. For
autistic adults, these demands may inter-
sect with broader financial challenges, in-
cluding financia stress and difficulty with
planning and decision-making (Cai et al.,
2024; Pellicano et d., 2024).

Tax benefits are only useful when tax-
payersareableto successfully navigatethe
filing process. For some autistic individu-
als (and other people overwhelmed with
financial matters), executive functioning
demands associated with taxes include
things like organizing documents, track-
ing deadlines, initiating tasks, responding
to correspondence, and managing multi-
ple steps over an extended period. Bal-
ancing public benefits, self-employment,
or navigating a move or address change
during tax season may further complicate
these demands.

These also present additional challeng-
es when individuals and their families are
managing varying levels of financial liter-
acy. Galizzi et a. (2023) found that “au-
tistic adults showed lower financia liter-

Harry M. Voulgarakis, PhD, BCBA-D

acy and greater uncertainty around many
financial issues. They were less confident
in their financial knowledge and ability
to dea with daily financial matters.” De-
veloping a more predictable system well
before tax season can reduce both stress
and the likelihood of costly errors. Build-
ing on these findings, three practical strat-
egies may help autistic individuals and
their families make tax preparation more
manageable and reduce the risk of missed
deadlines or other avoidable problems:

1. Start early and externalize deadlines.
Put April 15 (or even April 1 to buy
yourself some), estimated-tax dates,
and any extension deadline into a cal-
endar well in advance. Use multiple re-
minders and break tax preparation into
smaller tasks, such as gathering forms,
reviewing income, identifying deduc-
tions, and scheduling preparation.

2. Create a consistent tax organization
system. Keep W-2s, 1099s, benefit
statements, receipts, and prior returns
in one designated physical or electronic
location. A predictable system can re-
duce the executive-functioning burden
of searching for documents and recon-
structing information at filing time.

3. Develop an ongoing relationship with
a qualified tax professional who un-
derstands your needs. Rather than
seeking assistance only when — or even
after - a deadline or tax notice arises,
autistic individuals and families may
benefit from working consistently with
a CPA, Enrolled Agent, or other qual-
ified tax professional who understands
their financial situation, benefit con-
Siderations, and support needs. This
can also help identify estimated-tax re-
quirements, filing issues, and planning
opportunities earlier in the year.

Taken together, effective tax planning
involves both understanding the benefits
and obligations created by current tax law

and developing practical systems for man-
aging them. For autistic individuals and
their families, the goal should be to use
the tax code strategically — to take advan-
tage of available benefits, credits, and sav-
ings opportunities — rather than allowing
missed deadlines, inadequate planning, or
avoidable penalties to create additional fi-
nancia burdens.

William Leonelli, EdD, MS, CPA, is an
Assistant Professor of Human Servicesand
Human Services Leadership at &. Joseph’s
University, New York. He is a Certified
Public Accountant with professional ex-
perience in accounting and financial man-
agement and previously served as Chief
Financial Officer of Long Island Cares.
His scholarly work has also examined the
preparation of higher-education faculty
to support students with disabilities and
diverse learning needs. To contact Dr.
Leonelli, email wieonelli @sjny.edu.

Harry M. Voulgarakis, PhD, BCBA-D, is
an Associate Professor in the Department
of Child Sudy at &. Joseph’s University,
New York, as well as a licensed psychol-
ogist, Board Certified Behavior Analyst,
and IRS Enrolled Agent. His clinical and
scholarly work focuses on neurodevelop-
mental disorders, child and family func-
tioning, and health-related concerns. To
contact Dr. Voulgarakis, email hvoulgar-
akis@sjny.edu.
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Financial Awareness from page 6

signed to exploit. Autistic individuals may
interpret messages literally, trust some-
one who seems helpful, or feel pressured
to respond when a person appears kind,
authoritative, or emotionally distressed.
That doesn’'t mean autistic people are in-
competent online, but these risks cry out
for direct, repeated cyber safety education,
particularly information based on redlistic
scenarios (Wright, 2017).

Common Scenarios

Common scams include fraudulent ro-
mantic or friendship requests, gaming
scams, fake social media profiles, phish-
ing emails, and false marketplace offers
(CISA, 2021).

Gaming communities may seem to of-
fer rare items, free currency, or exclusive
access in exchange for a login, download,
payment, or authentication code.

In afriendship or romance fraud, afake
profile may build trust through attention,
shared interests, and emotional support
before asking for money, gift cards, per-
sonal information, private images, or se-
crecy. In both cases, scammers use famil-
iarity and trust to make an unsafe request
seem reasonable.

Psychological Impacts of Cybercrime

Cyberattacks against autistic people
are not only financial or technical events,
but also involve social and psychological
harm. Emerging research indicates that
online victimization among autistic ado-
lescents is associated with substantial psy-
chosocial harm, including elevated depres-
sive symptoms and suicidality (Montafiez
et al., 2020). Related studies of autistic
adults further suggest that social media en-
vironments may expose users to rejection,
cyberbullying, and cyber-aggression, with
implications for self-esteem, socia partic-
ipation, and psychological wellbeing (Tri-
antafyllopoulou et al., 2022).

These harms matter; online life may be
one of the main places where an autistic
person finds community, friendship, iden-
tity expression, and relief from in-person
social pressures. When that space becomes
a site of fraud, humiliation, coercion, or
betrayal, the consequences may extend far
beyond the loss of money.

Damage to Trust

Cybercriminas depend on building be-
lievable relationships before exploitation
occurs. A fake friend, romantic contact,
gaming peer, online seller, or supposed
helper may use patience, shared interests,
emotional support, or authority to make the
victim feel safe. For an autistic person who
values sincerity, rules, loyalty, or direct
communication, discovering that the rela-
tionship was false can produce confusion,
shame, self-blame, and withdrawal. The
person may begin to question their ability
to judge others, or avoid online communi-
tiesthey once enjoyed (Bilz et a., 2023). |
felt stupid and humiliated after that scam.

Close friends asked why | clicked, re-

AnnieKent, MA

plied, believed the message, and sent the
money. Unfortunately, their responses
made me less likely to disclose any future
financial mistakes. Supportive responses
are essential: people need reassurance that
manipulation is the offender’s responsibil -
ity, not proof of personal failure. Recovery
should include emotional support, help re-
gaining control, confidence, and renewing
opportunities to participate online, safely.

Societal Responses

If families, schools, or service providers
respond to cybercrime only by restricting
internet access, they may protect against
one risk while increasing others. exclusion
from education, work, friendship, advoca-
¢y, and community. Overprotection rein-
forces the idea that the person is unsafe or
incompetent online. A better approach rec-
ognizes vulnerability while supporting au-
tonomy. Cyber safety should combine prac-
tical instruction with self-determination,
giving all people — autistic or not — tools
to identify manipulation, set boundaries,
report harm, and seek help without losing
access to meaningful digital participation.

Practical Strategies

A practical way to reduce risk isto teach
a pause and verify habit. Before clicking
alink, sending money, sharing personal in-
formation, accepting a download, or mov-
ing a conversation into a private channd,
people should pause and ask:

*  Who is making this request?
» Dol know them outside this platform?

* |s there pressure, secrecy, urgency, or
an offer that seems too good to be true?

* Can I verify this through an official
website, a known contact, or a trusted
person?

This approach gives autistic individu-
als a clear decision-making process rather
than vague advice such as “be careful on-
line” (CISA, 2021).

Personal cybersecurity habits also mat-
ter. Strong, unique passwords, which for
me necessitated downloading a password
manager app, multi-factor authentication,

software updates, privacy settings, and
careful control of personal information can
reduce exposure to harm (National Insti-
tute of Standards and Technology, 2022).

Autistic teens and adults should be en-
couraged to limit what strangers can see,
avoid sharing addresses, phone numbers,
financial details, government identification
numbers, or authentication codes, and to re-
port suspicious messages instead of engag-
ing with them (CISA, 2021). If fraud oc-
curs, the response should focus on support
rather than shame: stop communication,
save evidence, change passwords, contact
the platform or financial institution, and re-
port the incident where appropriate.

If cyberfraud occurs, support should
begin with calm, shame-free action: stop
communication, save evidence such as
screenshots and receipts, secure accounts,
contact banks or payment services, report
the scam to the platform, and seek help
from police or fraud-reporting services
when appropriate. Victims should be re-
minded that skilled manipulation is the of-
fender’s responsibility, not a personal fail-
ure. For autistic victims, recovery should
include emotional reassurance, clear next
steps, and support to remain safely con-
nected online.

Families, educators, and support profes-
sionals can help by teaching cyber safety
through concrete scenarios, role-playing,
visual checklists, repetition, and calm
conversations about rea online situations
(Wright, 2017). The most effective ap-
proach balances protection with autonomy.
Autistic individuals need opportunities to
practice judgment, ask questions, and build
confidence, not simply rules that restrict
access. Cybercrime awareness should em-
power people to use technology safely,
maintain relationships, explore interests,
and participate in digital life with greater
independence.

In an increasingly connected world, on-
line safety is part of everyday wellbeing.
For autistic teens and adults, cybercrime
awareness must address more than pass
words and suspicious links; it must also
recognize the emotional and social effects
of deception, coercion, rejection, and be-
trayal. When education is practical, re-
spectful, and grounded in real scenarios, it
can reduce vulnerability without limiting
possibility. The aim is not to make autis-
tic people fearful of digital life, but to help
them recognize manipulation, protect their
information, recover from harm, seek sup-
port without shame, and continue to par-
ticipate online with confidence, indepen-
dence, and financial safety.

| figured out how to recover the varsi-
ty jacket, but my bank would not replace
the lost money. It was my responsihility to
understand and comply with Marketplace
policies. Local police were unable to trace
the money. They tried, but the scam origi-
nated outside my own country.

| absorbed the loss and rebuilt my bank
account. | now regard the experience as
an important lesson and have focused on
learning how to protect myself online. Not
everyoneis as lucky.

The suicide of SaveAFox Rescue found-
er Mikayla Raines illustrates the serious
human cost of online crime, underscoring

the need for empathy, protection, and ac-
countability in the fight against all forms
of digital crime (Lavietes, 2025).

Annie Kent, MA, spent two decades
working in public sector disability, mental
health, and infectious diseases advoca-
cy and education. Diagnosed with three
closely related types of neurodiversity, a
lack of awareness and understanding led
to burnout and retirement from the field.
She remains an active advocate, learning
and engaging personally and remotely
with several Autism and ADHD organiza-
tions and Forums. Contact Annie at anjo-
lie1031@gmail.com.
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Dignity from page 7

This belongs to you. You carry it. You take
careof it.
Thereisdignity in that, too.

Securing aLife, Not Just Money

This experience has broadened the way |
think about financial security. Families un-
derstandably spend enormous time and en-
ergy planning for solvency, benefits, trusts,
safeguards, and the future. But ultimately,
what they are trying to secure is not an ac-
count balance. It isalife.

Our recent shopping events, community
outings, staycations, and vacations have
offered a glimpse of what greater finan-
cial participation can look like. It can be as
simple as buying your own lunch, choos-
ing a souvenir, deciding something costs
too much, or saving because thereis some-

thing else you want more.

These are everyday experiences, but
they carry something that is too often
missing from conversations about finan-
cial planning: thejoy of choosing, the pride
of paying, and the satisfaction of owning
something you selected for yourself.

Financial security, then, should mean
more than ensuring that sufficient resourc-
es exist to support someone throughout
their lifetime. It should aso create mean-
ingful opportunities for that person to
participate in decisions about how some
of those resources are used to live the life
they want.

Protection and autonomy do not have
to compete. With thoughtful safeguards,
appropriate support, and room for rea
sonable risk, people with disabilities can
have both. And as commerce continues
to evolve — from cash to cards, apps and
digital wallets, and eventually to whatever

comes next — accessibility must evolve
withit.

We should protect people’'s money be-
cause their lives matter, not protect it so
thoroughly that we lose sight of what that
money was meant to make possible.

Which brings me back to Andrew.

He had seen a Broadway show, gone to
dinner, spent the night in Times Square,
and found some souvenirs he wanted to
bring home. He chose what he wanted,
took out hiswallet, and paid.

And he beamed.

Hundreds of people around him were
probably doing exactly the same thing.
Maybe no one €l se noticed.

That's okay, because the goal was never
for Andrew’s moment to be extraordinary.

The goa wasfor it to be ordinary.

Libby Traynor, LCSW, is Chief Executive
Officer of AABR, Inc.

Libby Traynor, LCSW

Plan for a Lifetime from page 16

You may want to explore special needs
trusts with qualified professionals. A spe-
cial needs trust provides a structure for as-
sets to be managed on behalf of an autistic
person. You can also plan for assetsto fund
the trust after your death, helping provide
resources for their future needs.

The right solution depends on the indi-
vidual, the benefitsinvolved, your family’s
assets, and other circumstances. The im-
portant point is to understand the implica-
tions before assets are transferred or bene-
ficiary designations are made.

A certified financial planner or oth-
er wealth advisor experienced in special
needs planning can help review retirement
accounts, insurance policies, estate docu-
ments, and other assets so they work to-
gether as intended.

Remember That You Have a Future, Too

You naturally want to do everything pos-
sible to provide for your child. Planning
for an autistic child’s future should not
mean ignoring your own.

You may need your retirement savingsto
last for decades while also covering your
own housing, healthcare, and long-term
care needs. If those resources are exhaust-
ed to support an adult child, the financial
security of both generations may be at risk.

There are many ways to approach this
balance, and the right roadmap will depend
on your family’s goals, resources, and sup-
port needs. A thoughtful plan can help you
weigh those priorities together instead of
treating them as competing concerns.

Consider what you will need to secure
your own financial future and what re-
sources your child might need asthey grow
into adulthood. What government support
or community programs are available to
help fill gaps?

Life insurance may aso play arole. You
may think of it as away to replace income
after an untimely death while your children
are young. If you're supporting an autistic
loved one, it can also provide funds after a
full life so financial support can continue
for their future needs.

The god is not to choose between your
future and your child's. It is to understand
both and build a plan that considers them
together.

Marcus Benally, MBA
Put the Autistic Individual at the Center

Financial planning isnot only about pro-
viding for your child; it should also include
them in the process whenever appropriate.

The appropriate level of involvement
will differ from person to person. For
those able to participate, financia literacy
is an important part of that independence.
Learning how to create a budget, pay hills,
use credit responsibly, understand income,
and manage everyday expenses are life
skills that can be introduced long before
someone s living on their own.

The earlier families create opportunities
to practice those skills, the better prepared
an individual may be when greater finan-
cial responsibility arrives.

Build a Team — and Keep Talking!

Financial planning for special needs
crosses several disciplines; depending
on your circumstances, your planning
team might include a financial advisor
or planner, estate-planning attorney, tax
professional, healthcare provider(s), and
professionals familiar with government
benefit programs. Family members, care-
givers, and others who know the autistic
person well can provide equally import-
ant perspective.

The process starts simply with a conver-
sation about what your child’'s needs are

James Karberg, CFP®

today, hopes for the future, and what re-
sources are already available. From there,
trusted and experienced professionals can
help identify gaps and determine which le-
gal, financial, or support structures deserve
further consideration.

You should aso think about who will
carry out the plan if the primary caregiver
is unable to do so. Identify future trustees,
guardians, or other trusted individuals,
along with successors if the secondary care-
giver isunableto take on that responsibility.

Your financial plan for your loved one
should be structured enough to provide se-
curity and flexible enough to evolve along-
side the person it is intended to support.

Employment  opportunities,  support
needs, and family situations can al change.
Your loved one's goals may change, too,
which is why the plan should be reviewed
regularly and adjusted when appropriate.

Three Stepsto Get Your
Financial Plan Into Action

If you are wondering what you can do
now, these three steps can help you begin
putting your financial plan into action.

1. Start with a conversation. You do not
need every answer, Or even every ques-
tion, before getting started. A financial
advisor or planner experienced in spe-
cial needs planning can help identify

3.

your priorities, available resources and
potential gaps. Other professionals,
such as an estate-planning attorney, tax
professional and/or benefits specialist,
can then be brought in as needed. Be-
ginning these conversations early may
give you more time to understand your
options and make informed decisions
for your loved one.

Review how assets will pass. Benefi-
ciary designations, estate documents,
special needs trusts and other planning
tools should work together rather than
inadvertently affecting benefits or leav-
ing assets without appropriate over-
sight. Taking the process piece by piece
can make it more manageable and help
each decision support your loved one's
long-term security.

Learn what resources are available.
Government benefits and community
support programs can be difficult to
navigate, and families may not know
what exists until they need help. Re-
searching options early provides more
time to understand eligibility require-
ments and consider how available re-
sources may fit into the broader plan.

Successful financial planning is ulti-

mately about creating confidence for the
whole family. When theright structures are
in place, resources are protected, benefits
are preserved, responsibilities are clearly
understood, and future decisions do not
have to be madein crisis. And most impor-
tantly, a thoughtful plan gives your loved
one greater opportunity to participate in
shaping their own future, with support
that can adapt as their needs, abilities, and
goals change over time.

Marcus Benally, MBA, is Senior Man-

ager of Client Advisory & Accounting
Services at REDW Advisors & CPAs, with
experience in financial literacy education
and helping individuals build the knowl-
edge and skills needed to make informed
financial decisions.

James R. Karberg, CFP®, is Principal

and Practice Leader of Wealth Manage-
ment at REDW Advisors & CPAs, where
he specializes in financial planning and
tailored, tax-efficient wealth management
strategies for individuals and families.
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Housing Market from page 8
A Market Precedent

Senior housing offers a precedent. Over
four decades, demographic pressure, cap-
ital buildup, and regulatory clarity have
given developers the confidence to invest
at scale, producing a marketplace span-
ning independent living to memory care.'’
Adults with autism and/or |/DD share
the conditions that made this possible: a
well-defined population, motivated fami-
lieswilling to pay for optionsthat don’t yet
exist, and growing capital interest.’0 These
conditions are prompting leaders from
the philanthropic, nonprofit, public, and
private sectors to consider how to make
housing more affordable and accessible.
What's missing isthe same regulatory clar-
ity. What prompted the proliferation of the
senior housing market was not oversight,
but calibration—predictable compliance
paired with accountability and the model
this article recommends.

Regulatory Barriers

Two federal frameworks, constructive
by design, currently create ambiguity. The
HCBS Settings Rule’s bar on settings with
“the effect of isolating individuals’**? has
sometimes been read to preclude disabil-
ity-specific or mixed-use communities—
even those offering true community access
and resident-directed supports. Because no
pre-approval mechanism exists for inno-
vative models, developers cannot confirm
compliance before building—adeterrent to
private capital .

Protections by the Fair Housing Act
are foundational, but current interpreta-
tion constrains disability-specific devel-
opment in ways age-restricted housing
does not. The Housing for Older Persons
Act (HOPA) establishes a clear, structured
framework permitting age-restricted com-
munities.? No equivaent exists for the
neurodivergent population. Separately,
federal guidelines cap units at 25% in cer-
tain developments designated for people
with disabilities, limiting purpose-built,
subsidy-dependent projects supported by
the U.S. Department of Housing and Ur-
ban Development (HUD).Z Disability dis-
crimination remains the largest category of
fair housing complaints filed annually, re-
flecting a supply-demand inequity and not
acasefor less oversight.?

Policy Recommendations

Federal policymakers can act on several
fronts. First, expand targeted rental assis-
tance—including dedicated housing choice
vouchers—for adults with autism and/or |/
DD who rely on SSI covering a fraction of
market rents. Second, fund supportive ame-
nities that contribute directly and at scale
to positive outcomes in residential settings,
S0 access doesn’'t depend on persona re-
sources. Third, build regulatory certainty: a
pre-approval mechanism under the HCBS
Settings Rule for innovative models and
guidance comparable to HOPA that accom-
modates disability-specific communities
while preserving the anti-discrimination
core. Congress and the Centers for Medi-
care & Medicaid Services (CMS) must also
revisit the restrictive 25% cap to ensure fi-
nancial and operational sustainability.

Finally, sustained investment in inde-
pendent pilot evaluation that builds on
featured properties like those in A Placein

A Placein theWorld® (3rd. Ed.) has been updated to include
those with profound autism and/or complex medical needs.

the World (3 ed.) will guide future pub-
lic investment, enabling a focus on what’s
possible, permissible and pragmatic in
communities across the U.S.*® Such pilot
programs align with Domain V, Initiative
5 of the Interagency Autism Coordinating
Committee’s Draft 2026-2028 Strategic
Plan, which directs the Administration for
Community Living and HUD’s Office of
Community Planning and Development
to co-lead a funded demonstration initia-
tive that builds, evaluates and compares
supported-living models. This includes a
minimum of 10 sitesacrossrural, suburban
and urban areas spanning small specialized
homes, enhanced behavioral-support resi-
dences, supported apartments, intentional
communities, farmstead- or campus-based
communities, clustered housing, technolo-
gy-assisted supports and hybrid models.®
The shared purpose of a 10-site demonstra-
tion project is not only to offer near-term
local housing solutions but also to build
the knowledge, operating discipline and
evidence base that make crucial housing
projects possible.

Conclusion

The failure hereis not alack of evidence
but the gap between what research shows
works and what funding and regulation
deliver. Pilot results and consumer-pref-
erence data show both the feasibility of
and demand for a neuro-inclusive housing
market. Targeted federal action—together
with trisector collaboration offering rental
assistance, supportive-service funding, and
regulatory clarity—can jump-start how we
close that gap through sound data, immedi-
ate action, and sustainable outcomes.

Denise D. Resnik is Founder & Presi-
dent/CEO of First Place AZ/First Place
Global, co-founder of Southwest Autism
Research & Resource Center (SARRC), and
the parent of an adult with autism. Contact
Denise at denise@firstplaceaz.org.

Toyosi Adesoye, JD/MPA, is associate
director for applied research at First Place
Global. Contact Toyos at toyosi @first-
placeaz.org.
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Life After School from page 10

environments in which communication ex-
pectations may beless explicit and predict-
able than they were in school.

Importantly, social communication dif-
ficulties should not be viewed solely as
deficits. The double empathy model pro-
poses that communication breakdowns oc-
cur because of differences in perspectives
and experiences among autistic and non-
autistic individuals. This perspective has
important implications for SLP practice.
Instead of focusing on changing an autistic
individual’s behavior, support should ad-
dress communication-partner awareness,
environmental accessibility, and strategies
that support successful interactions with
individuals with different communication
styles (Milton, 2012).

Problem-Solving and Executive
Functioning in the Workplace

Problem solving includes the ability to
recognize a challenge, identify relevant in-
formation, generate and evaluate possible
solutions, select an action, and adjust the
approach when the initial solution is not
successful. These skills are relevant to ev-
eryday situations. Examples could include:
a coworker misunderstands something an
employee says, a customer may become
upset, a supervisor may provide an unex-
pected instruction, or a previously planned
task may change.

Problem solving is closely related to
executive functioning, which includes
cognitive processes such as planning, or-
ganization, cognitive flexibility, inhibition,
self-monitoring, and decision-making. For
autistic individuals, success in these areas
may depend on the complexity, predict-
ability, and demands of the environment.
Therefore, SLPs should consider not only
whether a young adult can identify an ap-
propriate response in a structured activity,
but aso whether they can generate and
implement a response when faced with an
unexpected situation in real life.

These skills are particularly important
for employment because workplace envi-
ronments frequently require employees to
adapt to changing expectations, respond to
unexpected situations, and determine when
and how to seek assistance. Emerging re-
search also suggests that executive-func-
tioning challenges are associated with em-
ployment outcomes among autistic young
adults. However, employment differences
cannot be attributed to individual charac-
teristics alone. Autistic young adults also
encounter systemic and environmental bar-
riers, including limited transition supports,
challenging hiring practices, workplace
expectations that may be poorly commu-
nicated, and inadequate accommodations
(Yon-Hernandez et al., 2025).

Taken together, supporting prob-
lem-solving and executive functioning
should involve opportunities to practice
navigating authentic workplace challeng-
es while also helping autistic young adults
recognize their strengths and communicate
their needs. Successful employment sup-
ports should consider individual skills and
the broader environments in which em-
ployment occurs.

Self-Advocacy and Self-Determination
Another important consideration during

the transition to adulthood is self-advo-
cacy, which broadly encompasses under-

standing and communicating one’s needs,
preferences, strengths, rights, and goas
through an active role in making deci-
sions. Self-advocacy is closely connected
to self-determination, or the autonomy and
agency to make meaningful choicesand di-
rect their lives.

Self-advocacy and self-determination
are particularly important during the tran-
sition from high school to life after school
(Martino et al., 2025). Intheworkplace, for
example, self-advocacy may involve com-
muni cating how onelearns best, requesting
accommodations, clarifying expectations,
addressing challenges, and identifying
when additional support is needed. SLPs
can support these skills by explicitly teach-
ing and practicing skills, including asking
guestions, requesting clarification, com-
municating preferences, and advocating
for accommodations. At the same time,
self-advocacy should not be conceptual-
ized as an additional burden placed sole-
ly on the autistic young adult. Effective
self-advocacy depends on an environment
that is responsive, accessible, and willing
to listen and provide appropriate support
(Clouder et a., 2023). Thus, SLPs and oth-
er educational professionals should con-
sider both the individual’s communication
skills and the communi cation demands and
expectations of the environmentsin which
they participate.

Putting These Skills Together:
Joe's Story

Because Joe was included in the transi-
tion planning process starting when he was
in middle school, he and his family identi-
fied employment as an important post-sec-
ondary goal, and Joe expressed a specific
interest in working at a gym because he
loves physical activity and lifting weights.
His educational team used this goal to de-
velop experiences and objectives designed
to prepare him for employment.

Asagraduate student, | had the opportu-
nity to work closely with Joe’'s SLPto help
support his social communication, prob-
lem solving, and executive functioning re-
lated to employment after high school. One
strategy was connecting Joe with a mentor
who was an autistic student getting ready
to graduate from high school. This mentor
relationship provided Joe with an opportu-
nity to practice communication skills with
apeer who shared some of his experiences.
Joe and his mentor first brainstormed po-
tential interview questions and developed
responses. Then, they role-played an in-
terview scenario where Joe was the inter-
viewee and his mentor was the interviewer.
Theinterview was recorded so that Joe, his
mentor, my supervisor, and | could provide
positive and constructive feedback on the
interview. This process alowed Joe to re-
flect on his strengths, consider aternative
responses, and identify areas for continued
practice. Additionally, the mentorship pro-
vided a supported first step in making con-
nections and growing acommunity outside
of Joe's typical community. As time went
on, Joe indicated that he liked “hanging
out” with his mentor and looked forward
to seeing him.

The activities also extended beyond in-
terview preparation. Joe and his mentor
practiced initiating conversations and re-
sponding to conversation starters. They
discussed how emotions and intentions can
be communicated through verbal and non-
verbal cues and considered how different
responses may be interpreted in real-world

situations. These activities provided oppor-
tunities to address communication, prob-
lem-solving, flexibility, and self-reflection
within a meaningful context.

From Structured Practice to
Real-World Participation

| learned so much during my clinical ex-
perience as a speech-language pathology
graduate student in a high school. Based
on this experience, | compiled the follow-
ing recommendations that may be helpful
for professional's supporting autistic young
adults during the transition to adulthood.

 Focus on functional communication
rather than isolated skills. When work-
ing on conversational skills, consider
where, when, and how these skills will
be used.

e Use age-appropriate and meaningful
topics. Discuss communication related
to dating and friendships, post-second-
ary education, puberty, employment,
independent living, and healthcare.

e Include autistic young adults in the
transition planning process. Identi-
fy their priorities, strengths, interests,
preferences, and goals.

* Embed authentic contexts and real-life
scenarios. Use activities that reflect the
communication demands young adults
will encounter in post-secondary edu-
cation, employment, community set-
tings, and relationships.

» Provide opportunities for mentorship.
Mentor-mentee relationships may pro-
vide meaningful opportunities for so-
cial interaction, modeling, reflection,
and connection with peers who have
shared experiences.

* Use video-modeling and self-reflection.
When appropriate, video-modeling can
allow young adults opportunities to ob-
serve their own communication, iden-
tify strengths, and consider alternative
strategies.

» Facilitate self-advocacy. Model and
practice language for requesting sup-
port, clarifying expectations, commu-
nicating preferences, and reguesting
accommodations.

» Collaborate across settings and profes-
sionals. SLPs should work closely with
families, educators, transition special-
ists, occupational therapists, counsel-
ors, employers, and community provid-
ers to ensure that communication goals
are integrated into broader transition
planning.

» Connect families and young adults with
community resources. When available,
provide updated information about
community events, after-school day
programs, job opportunities, mentor-
ing programs, and other resources that
support participation beyond the school
environment.

As autistic young adults move into in-
creasingly complex environments after
high school, the goal is to support them
with social communication, problem-solv-
ing, and self-advocacy tools that allow
them to build relationships, navigate chal-

lenges, make choices, and participate
meaningfully in their communities. While
my time with Joe was relatively short, this
experience had a profound and lasting
impact on my clinical goals. It reinforced
for me the importance of ongoing, func-
tional support for autistic young adults as
they transition to life after high school and
navigate the unpredictable nature of differ-
ent settings and contexts. This experience
demonstrated that effective support begins
with listening to young adults themselves,
understanding what they want for their fu-
tures, and creating meaningful opportuni-
tiesfor them to devel op the tools needed to
pursue their goals.

Rachel Henry, MS, CF-9LP is a re
cent graduate of the Medical University
of South Carolina Master of Science in
Soeech-Language Pathology program. As
a student, she was The Daniel Jordan Fid-
dle Foundation 2025-2026 Adult Autism
Direct Care Service Provider Fellow and
conducted research on how speech-lan-
guage pathologists can support autistic
individuals' transition from adolescence to
adulthood and throughout adulthood.

Christina Pelatti, PhD, CCC-SLP is an
associate professor and Director of the
Division of Speech-Language Pathology
at the Medical University of South Caroli-
na. As a licensed and certified speech-lan-
guage pathologist, Dr. Pelatti teaches and
conducts research in the areas of oral and
written language with children and young
adults.
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Rethinking Healthcare from page 8
What We Heard

One of the most important lessons from
Tomlinson's research is that there is no
single healthcare barrier for adults with au-
tism and/or 1/DD.

Individuals with lived experience who
participated in interviews described chal-
lenges with transportation, service avail-
ability, insurance coverage, communica
tion, and hedthcare environments. One
participant put a common communication
challenge simply: “I don’'t always ask the
right questions.” Others described long
walits as frustrating, particularly when they
did not understand the reason for the delay
(Tomlinson, 2026).

Trust aso emerged as a key concern.
Some participants described fear that infor-
mation shared with medical professionals
could be used against them. One individual
recalled being capable of making medical
decisions independently, yet having a pro-
vider wait to speak with their medical pow-
er of attorney before moving forward with
treatment (Tomlinson, 2026).

Participants also described providers
unable to recognize or effectively inter-
act with people with autism and/or I/DD
because of limited training, particularly
when serving patients with profound au-
tism and/or those who do not use spoken
language. They also described acute-care
and psychiatric environments incompati-
ble with individualized sensory, commu-
nication, and behavioral needs (Tomlin-
son, 2026).

These findings reinforce why aone-size-
fitsall approach cannot work. Effective
healthcare must preserve the autonomy of
individuals to direct their own care while
also being prepared to support others who
require substantial assistance with com-
munication, decision-making, daily living,
and healthcare navigation.

Importantly, the research also identi-
fied what is working. Participants de-
scribed positive experiences with patient
and empathetic providers, preventive
care, technology and accommodations
that made healthcare easier to navigate
(Tomlinson, 2026).

These observations offer an important
roadmap. Improving healthcare does not
always mean inventing something new.
Sometimesit isamatter of taking practices
that already work and making them easier
to find, fund, and sustain.

Shifting Toward Better Care

Tomlinson's research points toward a
healthcare system designed around the
person instead of expecting the person to
navigate around the system. Below are
four recommended approaches:

1. From Fragmented Careto Coordinat-
ed Care - Bring more services together
through integrated “one-stop-shop”
models led by multidisciplinary teams.
Better coordination across healthcare,
crisis, and public safety systems, along
with sensory-friendly ~ environments,
can help reduce the burden on individ-
uals and families to piece together care

The Daniel Jordan Fiddle Foundation Adult Autism Public Policy White Paper,
authored by Laurel O. Tomlinson, MPA, 2025-2026 Fellow.

themselves (Tomlinson, 2026).

2. From Awareness to Preparedness -
Knowing about autism and/or /DD
is not the same as being prepared to
provide effective care. Medical edu-
cation, licensing, accreditation, and
experiential learning can better equip
professionals to administer care and
support across the spectrum, including
individuals with profound autism and
those who do not use spoken language.
Tomlinson also recommends workforce
incentives such as loan-repayment
programs for healthcare professionals
serving this population (Tomlinson,
2026).

3. From OneSize-FitsAll to Indi-
vidualized Support - Insurance and
healthcare systems should recognize
that support needs are not interchange-
able. Recommendations in the white
paper include coverage that better dis-
tinguishes between lower and higher
support needs — including profound
autism — while expanding access to
services, therapies, accommodations,
and reliable transportation across adult-
hood (Tomlinson, 2026).

4. From Crisis Response to Crisis Pre-
vention - Emergency departments
(EDs) should not become the sole alter-
native to the shortcomings of other care
systems. Stronger behavioral health cri-
sisteams, alternative pathways to EDs,
and programs that improve interactions
with public safety can help build a sys-
tem that responds earlier and more ap-
propriately (Tomlinson, 2026).

From Research to Action

Healthcare access is about more than
finding a clinic or whether there’'s an in-
surance card in someone'swallet. It means
having systems capable of responding to
different communication styles, sensory
needs, levels of independence, medical
complexity, and support needs.

It also means being clear about whose
voices must be heard.

Tomlinson notes an important limitation
of the study: Adults with lived experience
were relatively homogenous, primarily

representing people with low and moder-
ate support needs who had access to pos-
itive support systems. Their perspectives
are valuable, but they are not intended to
represent all adults with autism and/or 1/
DD (Tomlinson, 2026).

That makes the inclusion of profound
autism in the white paper’s policy-focus
framework particularly important while
also underscoring the need for future re-
search more representative of people with
significant support needs and those who
may communicate differently.

Work underway offers a glimpse into
how greater attention to research can
translate into practice. The Profound
Autism Alliance funds ECHO Autism:
Intense Behavior, a virtual training ini-
tiative developed to help clinicians
strengthen assessment, diagnosis and
treatment for people with autism expe-
riencing intense behaviors, including se-
vere emotional dysregulation, self-injury
and physical aggression (Profound Au-
tism Alliance, n.d.).

Efforts like these are part of a larger,
much-needed shift. The goa cannot be
a healthcare system designed for an “av-
erage’ autistic adult/adult with autism —
there is no such person.

We must respect the autonomy of
adults who independently direct their
healthcare. We must also respect those
who require significant assistance nav-
igating providers, environments, and
systems — and reimagine how those sys-
tems can work better for everyone. This
includes families and support providers
who should not have to compensate for
gaps that better policy, training, and co-
ordination can fill.

Informed, coordinated, and individual-
ized healthcare across the full spectrum of
need should not be the exception. It should
be the standard of care.

Joshua Munoz, Associate Director of
Public Policy at First Place Global, leads
initiatives that bridge lived experience
with systems-level reform to improve out-
comes for individualswith autismand/or 1/
DD. Hiswork centers on inclusive employ-
ment, healthcare access, housing innova-
tion, and civic engagement, with a focus
on advancing public policy reflecting the
needs and strengths of individuals across

the spectrum and lifespan. Contact Joshua
at josh@firstplaceaz.org.
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Financial Autonomy from page 13

actually change the decision.

If the problem is overload during con-
flict with abank, create awritten escalation
template and preserve the record.

Do not automatically solve a task prob-
lem by transferring the decision.

Build Systems That Still
Work on a Bad Day

A financial system designed only for
your best day is not a system.

Mine has to survive fatigue, disability
flare-ups, anxiety, distraction, too many si-
multaneous deadlines, and the very specif-
ic form of cognitive exhaustion that comes
from fighting an institution about some-
thing that should have been simple.

That means | need external structure.

Recurring payments should be visible in
one place. Important deadlines should ex-
ist outside my head. Every dispute should
have a record. A mgjor decision should
have a short written statement of what is
being decided, what evidence matters,
what the deadlineis, and what would make
me stop.

Thisis not infantilization.

It is engineering.

Autistic adults are often told to become
“more independent” when what is really
being demanded is that we perform invis-
ible administrative labour without tools.
But nobody calls a calendar a loss of au-
tonomy. Nobody says using tax software
proves you cannot make financia deci-
sions. Nobody says a chief executive has
surrendered adulthood because an assistant
manages scheduling.

External structure is not the opposite of
competence.

Sometimes it is how competence be-
comes repeatable.

Support Should Be Revocable

One of the clearest ideas in supported
decision-making is that help does not have
to mean substitution.

The National Council on Disability has
argued for alternatives to guardianship
that preserve greater self-determination,
including supported decision-making (Na-
tional Council on Disability, 2018). The
underlying principle is important even
outside a courtroom: a person can receive
help understanding, communicating, or
carrying out adecision while remaining the
person who decides.

For families, that means support should
have boundaries.

What exactly isthe helper allowed to do?

Can they see the account, or move money?

Can they remind, or approve?

Can they speak on acall, or only sit be-
side the person?

Joshua W.J. Brown

Does the autistic adult get to remove that
access?

What happens when the helper and the
adult disagree?

Those questions should be answered be-
foreacrisis.

A support arrangement that cannot be re-
duced, changed, or revoked when the adult
is capable of making that choice can quiet-
ly become control.

Never Confuse Access With Ownership

Thisis especially important when some-
body is formally managing another per-
Son’'s money.

In the United States, the Consumer Fi-
nancial Protection Bureau's guidance for
fiduciaries is explicit: someone who legal-
ly manages another person’s money must
act in that person’s interest, manage care-
fully, keep the money separate, and keep
good records. The legal details vary by ju-
risdiction, but the ethical point travelswell.

Helping with money does not make the
money yours.

Families can blur this without intending
harm. A parent may have managed every
account since childhood. A sibling may
become the person who knows the pass-
words. Somebody may pay abill “for con-
venience” and then expect veto power over
another purchase.

The safest structureisvisible.

Whose money is this?

Who legally owns the account?

Who can transact?

Who can only view?

What records exist?

What is the exit route?

If a person genuinely needs a fiduciary,
trustee, guardian, conservator, representa-
tive payee, or attorney under a power of at-
torney, that authority should be understood
as a serious legal role, not a vague exten-
sion of family hierarchy.

Autonomy Also Requires Room to
Make Ordinary Mistakes

This may be the hardest part.

Financial protection can become so ag-
gressive that the autistic adult is allowed
to be safe only by being denied adulthood.

Adults waste money.

Adults buy ridiculous things.

Adults misjudge subscriptions.

Adults lend money they regret lending.

Adults decide that something another
person considers frivolous is worth paying
for. Protection from exploitation matters.
So does protection from being permanent-
ly classified as exploitable.

Those are not the same problem.

The standard cannot be: “Would | make
the same financial choice?’ The standard
should be closer to: “Does this person
understand the relevant choice and con-
sequences, and what support would help
them exercise their own judgment?’ That
leaves room for risk, preference, and even
error. Autonomy without the right to make
a non-catastrophic mistake is supervised
compliance.

Create a Financial Emergency
Protocol Before the Emergency

Every autistic adult’s system will look
different, but | think a useful protocol an-
swers five questions:

1. What can happen automatically?
Rent, utilities, recurring savings, calen-
dar reminders, document backups.

2. What requires a deliberate decision?
New debt, large purchases, investments,
contracts, changes to benefits, giving
another person account authority.

3. Who can help, and with what? Name
the person and the task. “Help me un-
derstand this letter” is different from
“make the decision for me.”

4. What happens during overload?
Pause non-urgent decisions. Preserve
deadlines. Move communication to
writing where possible. Use a trusted
support person without transferring au-
thority unnecessarily.

5. What creates an immediate stop?
Pressure to pay instantly. Requests for
passwords or security codes. A fami-
ly member or professiona refusing to
document what they are doing. A trans-
action the adult does not understand.
A demand to sign something blank or
incomplete.

The purpose is not to eliminate judg-
ment. It is to protect judgment when the
system is under stress.

The Goal Is Not Independence.
It IsAuthorship.

| do not want a financial life in which
nobody ever helps me. | want one in which
help does not erase the fact that the life is
mine. That is a more demanding standard
than independence becauseit requires fam-
ilies and systemsto resist two lazy conclu-
sions at once.

The first is that an autistic adult who
needs support is therefore incapable. The
second is that legal adulthood automati-
cally makes support unnecessary. Both are
false. Autonomy can include automation,
reminders, advocates, accountants, family,
written scripts, trusted second opinions,
accessibility accommaodations, and, where
genuinely necessary, formal legal supports.

What it cannot survive isthe assumption
that whoever helps must therefore become
the author.

| became an adult on a birthday. What
| have been building ever since is the ma-
chinery that lets adulthood remain mine.

This article provides general education-
al information and is not individualized
financial, legal, tax, or investment advice.

Joshua WJ. Brown is a writer, film-
maker, and independent researcher based
in Toronto, Ontario, Canada. He can be
reached at joshuawjbrown@gmail.com.
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Growing Old from page 23

understands space and boundaries and the
need for independence. A community that
offers each person what she/he personally
needsto thrive, regardless of ability to pay.
| don't want access to money to be what
determines our quality of life towards the
end of our lives. Especially not for people
who have such specific requirements to
live agood life.

I’'m so worried about my financial fu-
ture. | don't want to have to think about
the fact that if even | find work, that I'll be
starting so late. That time is speeding by,
closing in. That | don’t have a seemingly
limitless number of years ahead of me to
earn money, to maybe make things okay
for me. Safe for me.

It shouldn’t be this way. Not for me,
and not for other autistic adults who are
aging and finding themselves faced with

a murky, uncertain end of life. For autis-
tic adults who worry that lack of money
will determine the quality of our futures,
and that there's nothing we can do to
change this reality. This is a devastating
place to be.

| worry for me, and | worry for us. And
| worry for the parents of autistic teensand
adults who are aging out of school and
need a safe place for their kids to land one
day. Especially for parents who can't af-

ford to pay for an endless, revolving stream
of caregivers (who may or may not actual-
ly be caring).

| don't want it to bethisway. | want there
to be another option. A good option. And |
want money to have nothing to do with it.

Rhonda Cheryl Solomon, MSc, PhD
(cand.), at the University of Toronto can be
reached at rhonda.solomon@al um.utoron-
to.ca or (416) 820-9654.
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Practical Tools from page 11

mathematicians, applying those skills to
real-world financial decision-making re-
instruction (National
Autism Indicators Report, 2023). Without
scaffolding, the risk of financial harm can
lead caregivers to become overly protec-
tive. This restricts the individua’s oppor-

quires situational

tunity to build financial confidence.

Scaffolding Everyday Financia
Literacy and Work Readiness

Financial

down into concrete, manageabl e steps.

» Concrete Money Concept Breaking
- Instruction should focus on practical
utility rather than complex account-
ing. Breaking down daily living activ-
ities, including ADLs and IADLSs, into
step-by-step tasks allows individuals to
practice skills such as distinguishing
between needs and wants, calculating
exact change, comparing grocery pric-
es, and tracking debit card balances af-

ter routine outings.

¢ Gamification and Self-Paced Bench-
marking - Gamified learning tools
offer an engaging way to practice fi-
nancial skills without the anxiety as-
sociated with real world loss. When
individuals track their progress against
their own historical performance rather
than competing against peers, they can
build confidence. Interactive exercises
such as coin counting routines, simulat-
ed budgeting stations, and mock store
transactions allow individual s to master

concepts through repetition.

* Integrating Vocational

and resources.

independence is not built
through classroom lectures or day program
activities. It is developed through daily
practice that is integrated into routines.
Whether in a residential setting, a day ha
bilitation program, or the family home,
cultivating these skills should be broken

Readiness
- Financia literacy is directly tied
to employment. Teaching workplace
readiness involves understanding the
connection between effort, earned in-
come, and persona goals. When day
programs and vocational supports
incorporate task analysis around job
routines, time management, and com-
pensation, individuals gain a clearer
understanding of the value of their time

Greg Wilson

Creating Safe Sandboxes:
Technology as a Protective Shield

Education aloneis not enough to prevent
financial exploitation. The digital environ-
ments where individuals learn and social-
ize must also be structuraly safe. Histor-
ically, caregivers have faced a frustrating
choice between granting digital access or
restricting technology atogether. Digital
health tools offer another option through
structured, protected environments.

Proactive safety mechanisms can protect
individualswithout compromising their in-
dependence. In short, we can build in:

* Al Driven Contextual Moderation
- Advanced natural language process-
ing tools can analyze communication
patterns in rea time, detecting manip-
ulative requests for money, suspicious
links, or predatory solicitation before
€xposure OCcurs.

* Customized Behavioral Context -
Care teams and families can attach
specific behavioral considerations to an
individual’s profile. For example, if a
user is susceptible to impulse spending
on specific hobbies, automated moder-
ation can incorporate that context into
their monitoring rules.

* Immediate Red Flag Alerts - Rather
than relying on delayed retrospective
reports, systems can generate immedi-
ate alerts for caregivers and staff when
critical risk indicators are detected, in-
cluding financial exploitation attempts
or coercive speech.

e Privacy First Design - Safety tools
must operate without exposing sen-
sitive, protected heath information
(PHI) or personal identities, ensuring
that data captured during community
outings or remote interactions remains
secure and compliant with privacy
standards.

Easing the Burden
on Aging Caregivers

The financial security of an autistic
adult or individual with I/DD is deeply
interconnected with the economic and
emotional stability of their family net-
work. According to the Family Center on
Technology and Disability, aging parents
frequently identify “what happens when
| am no longer here to care for my loved
one” astheir primary source of long-term
stress. | suspect this hits close to home
for many.

When service agencies and families uti-
lize shared, transparent platforms to track
daily living goals and financial milestones,
several important benefits surface:

* Consistent Care Transitions - Stan-
dardized progress tracking ensures that
when direct support staff rotate or new
caregivers step in, the individual’s fi-
nancial routines and support needs re-
main consistent.

* Audit-Ready Verification - For pro-
vider agencies, documenting active
treatment and community-based skill
building supports compliance with
state Medicaid mandates without plac-
ing excessive paperwork demands on
direct support professionals.

* Measurable Sdlf-Reliance - As indi-
viduals gain confidence in handling
small transactions, preparing mea
budgets, or managing daily schedules,
caregiver burden decreases, preserving
family resources for long-term plan-
ning needs.

Actionable Steps for
Families and Educators

To cultivate financia independence
while maintaining protection, families and
care teams can implement several practical
strategies immediately:

» Establish Low Risk Practice Chan-
nels - Use pre-loaded debit cards with

strict spending limits for community
outings, allowing individuals to prac-
tice purchasing without exposing pri-
mary bank accounts.

e IncorporateVisual Task Guides- Uti-
lize visual schedules and step by step
checklists for shopping trips, breaking
down the process from list creation to
receipt review.

* Implement Contextual Safeguards -
Ensure digital communication tools uti-
lized by theindividual feature proactive
safety moderation and real time aerts
for financial solicitations.

e Align Goals Across Support Sys
tems - Ensure that financial literacy
goals addressed in day habilitation or
vocational programs are reinforced
consistently in the residential or home
environment.

Moving Forward Together

Financial autonomy is a gradual process
built through patience, structured practice,
and reliable environmental safety. By pair-
ing practical, gamified skill building with
intelligent, nonintrusive safety technology,
we can empower autistic adults and indi-
viduals with I/DD to navigate the econom-
ic world with greater confidence. At the
same time, we can offer their families last-
ing peace of mind.

Greg Wi son is the Founder of aSugges-
tion for Wellness & Care, a digital health
overlay platform designed to support in-
dividuals with autism and devel opmental
disabilities, their families, and the provider
agencies that serve them. For more infor-
mation, email Greg@asuggestion.com or
visit asuggestion.com.
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Job Coaching from page 12

Supporting Families, Not Only the Person

Economic security for autistic people
is rarely a solo project. Families are often
deeply involved in financial planning, ben-
efits navigation, and long-term goal setting.
DSPs like Kuze play arole here too, serv-
ing as a steady point of contact who under-
stands both the person’s strengths and the
practical redlitiestheir family is navigating.

“1 would also encourage anyone to be-

come a DSP” Kuze says, “because the
work that we do providesadirect approach
in fulfilling someone's life — bringing
positivity and reinforcement to allow them
to grow and be happy in their entire life.”

As the nation recognizes National Dis-
ability Employment Awareness Month this
October, Kuze's work reminds us that fi-
nancia planning and economic security for
autistic people don’t start with a spread-
sheet. They start with the right support to
build a career.

“Being aDSPisacalling for me” Kuze

says. “It is the opportunity to give some-
one a better life than they probably could
not have without me, and because of that,
| am eternally grateful to have that oppor-
tunity to bring positive change specifically
in their life.”

Learn more about starting your own ca-
reer in direct support at DirectSupportCa-
reers.com.
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I ndependence from page 14

nowadays is the “romance scam” —aform
of confidence gamein which the victim, of-
ten through the internet and socia media,
becomes involved with a person (whom
they have never met) who then proceedsto
ask for money (often large sums, up to and
including life savings) and subsequently
vanishes. The number of people who fall
for such scams has risen dramatically and
includes highly educated and knowledge-
ableindividuals—there have even been cas-
es of security professionals (I am not kid-
ding!) becoming victims of such. In view
of al this, the risksfor autistics are nothing
short of frightening. Thisis especidly true
for those who live on specia-need trusts or
retirement savings which congtitute their
primary (if not sole) means of support for
the remainder of their lifetimes.

The most terrifying of these scams, how-
ever, is the so-called “long con,” in which
aperpetrator formsarelationship (often ro-
mantic) with the victim that lasts for an ex-
tended period of months, sometimes years,
to gain their trust, and then proceeds to con
them of significant assets and even their
life savings. Because they have known the
scammer for such along time, the victims
are not wary that this person might be tak-
ing advantage of them. Yet again, autistics,
for whom such relationships are often hard
to come by and who are unable to detect
deception, are especialy vulnerable to
such methods.

It has become conventional wisdom
that anybody can be the victim of a scam
or fraud. In my opinion, the most effec-
tive prevention against such is to be as
knowledgeable as possible about the var-
ious forms that are currently perpetrated
and have been used in the past. For me,
this even became a specialized interest.
The AARP provides excellent resourc-
es for individuals of al ages, in the form
of frequent articles and the AARP Fraud
Watch Network. | especially recommend
these and also like true-crime and reality
TV programs that involve scammers (the
only ones in either category that | ever
watch). All of this makes me more aware
of the hazards we are al susceptible to; it
is especially interesting to learn about the
sneaky and convoluted schemes that these
perpetrators come up with! | advise al au-
tistics, particularly those who arefinancial-
ly independent, to familiarize themselves
with these risks as much as possible. Also,
family members and friends of autistics,
not to mention professionals who work
with them, should learn to recognize tell-
tale signs that an autistic person is falling
victim to ascam.

Credit Card and Bank Account Fraud

Probably the most common forms of
fraud to which we are all susceptible in-
volve the hacking of credit/debit cards and
other accounts. This can happen directly
over theinternet, or by contacting avictim
and tricking them into providing informa:
tion that gives the perpetrator access to the
account — | have personaly experienced
attempts of both kinds.

Direct hacking is not aways easy to pre-
vent, athough good security (e.g., strong
passwords and two-factor authentication)
for larger and more sensitive financial and
other accounts can help to deter it. This
can, however, be detected by regular mon-
itoring of accounts. Also, security software
and servicesthat do this automatically, and

Karl Wittig, PE

notify the user of any suspicious activity,
may well be worth the expense. In any
case, it isalways good practice to regularly
check all of one's accounts and make sure
that there has not been any unauthorized
access. A particularly sneaky attack on two
of my credit cards involved a hacker who
attempted a change of address, to which
new cards would have been mailed.

In many cases, however, the perpetra-
tor makes contact with the victim (e.g., by
email or telephone) and persuades them to
reveal sensitive personal (e.g., birth date or
social security number) or account (debit/
credit card number, bank account number,
check routing number, password, etc.) in-
formation and usesit to access the account.
This also takes the form of fake websites
that look virtually identical to those of
banks, credit cards, cash payment services,
and other legitimate ingtitutions. These
hazards are best avoided by never giving
sensitive information to anyone other than
known, authorized individuals reached
through telephone numbers that appear on
the backs of credit and debit cards or on
account statements received directly from
the institution. When using the internet, di-
rectly entering the correct web address for
an institution or payee is aways preferable
to using a link on an email that may well
be fraudulent. Also, the three-digit security
code on the back of a credit or debit card
should never be given to anybody, under
any circumstances, other than an autho-
rized payee whose identity oneis absolute-
ly certain of —it isnot uncommon for hack-
ersto obtain auser’s card number, address,
and telephone number and thereby pose as
legitimate representatives in order to ob-
tain this code from a victim and thereby
gain unrestricted access to their account.

All of these are straightforward safety
rules and preventative measures that fi-
nancially independent autistics can easi-
ly learn, and the importance of following
them cannot be overemphasized. Occa
sionally, however, one encounters a trick
so devious that one does not recognize it
until it is too late. A scary example that |
learned about some years ago involves the
victim receiving a call from a hotel desk
or vendor that one just made a transaction
with. They provide enough information
to appear legitimate and then ask for the
card number or security code (which they
“inadvertently” copied incorrectly). This
is so innocuous that anybody could easily
fall for it, regardless of their knowledge,
wariness, or emotional state — | may well

have falen for this one myself, had | not
read about it previously! Once again, the
best prevention is to become as aware as
possible of schemes and tricks that are in
use once they become known.

Financial Pitfallsfor Autistics

Neurotypicals often find themselves in
massive debt (usually credit card), to the
point of bankruptcy, as the result of exces-
sive spending. In many cases, this happens
because they absolutely “must have’ the
“latest” item, beit clothing, décor, or other
that is currently in fashion and “just can-
not do without.” Autistics are generally
not as aware or concerned about current
fashion and, as such, are able to avoid this
kind of situation. It is not difficult to ed-
ucate a financially independent autistic
to not spend beyond their means on such
unessential items and thereby not get into
financial difficulties.

Of the more traditional vices, gambling
nowadays presents a greater risk to autis-
tics than ever. Wagering on sports, which
was traditionally done through a “bookie,”
is now routinely done on sports betting
sites online. For autistics with a strong in-
terest in sports, particularly those who like
to follow statistics, this can have a strong
attraction and constitutes an enormous po-
tential hazard. The same holds for the new-
er prediction markets, because, once again,
many autistics are interested in (and very
good at) various kinds of trivia on which
they can now place wagers (officialy re-
garded as “trades’). Even traditiona in-
vesting (stocks, bonds, commodities, etc.)
is now routinely done online and presents
yet another hazard. Because these things
are al done over the internet without the
need for human social contact, they are
especially dangerous for asocial autis-
tics who might otherwise not make such
connections and can now engage in unre-
strained and unsupervised activity.

Other major financia risks for an indi-
vidua on the spectrum are those involv-
ing their special interests. Although not as
likely to spend an extravagant amount on
traditional items, they may nevertheless be
willing to spend more than they can afford
on ones that pertain to a strong specialized
interest. For example, someone interested
in comics may be tempted to buy an expen-
sive rare issue that is beyond their means.
In my own childhood, | wasacoin collector
and might easily have wanted to purchase
araredateif | had the resources. Also, asa
science and electronics enthusiast, devices
and equipment of just about any kind also
presented great temptation, regardiess of
whether | even had any use for them.

A related risk involves attractively
priced items that might be counterfeit or
even stolen. On one occasion while visit-
ing the southwestern US, | encountered an
individual who specialized in selling mete-
orites. | wasready to make apurchase from
him, until | realized that some of his speci-
mens were probably fake — it helpsto have
agood knowledge of one's special interest
(which many autistics do). We need to be
aware of such hazards, as should anybody
who supports or assists us.

Finally, although an autistic person might
not know or care about what is in fashion,
they may still be persuaded to buy such an
item if they are somehow convinced that it
will make them more attractive or popular
and thereby find friends or even romantic
partners — advertisers are especially good
at doing this. | remember commercias and

ads for various products ranging from per-
sonal care to clothing to automobiles that
used these methods and, as an adolescent,
made very strong and lasting impressions
on me even though | wastoo young to even
have those items. In reality, attempts on
our part to use such goods in this manner
result in nothing but embarrassing failures;
this is a common autistic story. An article
of clothing that looks attractive on a mod-
el in a magazine will appear nothing short
of ridiculous on a person like myself. Yet
again, we need to be unmistakably assured
that such products will not provide any
benefits for us and are a waste of money
which we may not even have.

More Routine Matters

| have long observed that, as with many
other aspects of daily living, much of our
financial lives consist of regular routines.
For instance, most bills (rent, utilities, etc.)
are paid monthly, usually on the same days
of the month. Others are quarterly, semi-
annual, or yearly. In any case, this should
not be difficult for the many autistics who
famously are drawn to regular routines.

As to purchases of household, personal,
and sometimes food products, many autis-
tics have strong preferences for very spe-
cific items, which they repeatedly useon a
continuing basis. In such cases, | person-
aly like to purchase nonperishable items
in larger quantities, especially when they
are on sale or bulk discounts are offered.
Thisallowsmeto “lock in” on savingsand
makes the need to go shopping for them
less frequent (an activity that | absolute-
ly hate for anything other than my special
interests).

Also, since | am good with numbers
(yes, an autistic stereotype, but it never-
theless applies to some of us), | have al-
ways prepared my own tax returns. This
has become easier with financial software
(to which | directly download informa-
tion from all my accounts), along with tax
software (to which | import data from the
former as well as tax documents). In any
case, it forces me to regularly monitor all
my finances — an essential habit to get into.
For autistics who can do these things them-
selves, | strongly recommend they do so.
At the very least, they should have some
involvement in these matters.

Finally, the importance of long-term
financial planning cannot be overempha-
sized. For autistics who have regular em-
ployment, retirement planning is essential
and needs to be started as early as possi-
ble. Now that employers no longer provide
pensions as a standard benefit, and staying
with the same employer is a thing of the
past, retirement accounts (employer-based
401(k) and/or personal IRA) need to be ar-
ranged and managed by the employee. For
those who do not, special needs or other
planning must be made. If at all possible,
the services of a financial planner should
be obtained, since long-term financial de-
cisions have become too complicated for
most individuals to make on their own.
There are even planners who speciaize in
the concerns of individuals with disabili-
ties and have given presentations at autism
conferences.

In al, the current age presents a variety
of financial challenges and hazards that
need to be addressed by our community.

Karl Wittig, PE, isAdvisory Board Chair
for Aspiesfor Social Success (AFSS). Karl
may be contacted at kwittig@earthlink.net.
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Daily Living Skillsfrom page 16

The same principle applies to shopping.
A young child might help locate a favor-
ite snack or place items in the shopping
cart. An older child might use a shopping
list, identify the correct quantity, compare
products, and check that all needed items
have been collected.

These seemingly ordinary activities
teach much more than household chores.
They provide opportunities to practice
planning, organization, problem-solving,
attending to relevant information, and com-
pleting tasks—skills that can later support
employment and financial management.

Teach Comparison, Not Just Purchasing

Shopping is an especialy useful envi-
ronment for teaching financial concepts
because it naturally involves choices and
tradeoffs.

Caregivers can begin by teaching individ-
uals to notice differences between products:

» Which package contains more?

*  Whichitem is needed?

* Are the products different sizes?

» Does one cost more than the other?

As appropriate, families can introduce
concepts such as price, quantity, quality,
and personal preference.

Importantly, the goal does not have to be
choosing the cheapest option every time.
Financia independence also involves
learning to make informed choices based
on individual needs and priorities.

A person might decide that one product
is worth spending more on because they
prefer its quality or because it better meets
their needs. Teaching individuals how to
compare options gives them tools to make
these decisions rather than simply telling
them what they should buy.

Teach Asking for Help as
An Independence Skill

Independence does not mean doing ev-
erything without assistance.

For autistic individuals, knowing when
and how to ask for help can be an import-
ant component of independence. A person
who can recognize a problem, determine
that they need assistance, |ocate an appro-
priate person, and communicate their re-
quest has avaluable life skill. Importantly,

Elise Beachy, BCaBA, BA

teaching help-seeking does not necessari-
ly reduce independence. One study found
that a child with autism learned to request
help when tasks were difficult while also
increasing independent task completion
and generalizing help-seeking to new tasks
(Chen et al., 2022).

Caregivers can intentionally teach these
behaviors during everyday routines. For
example, a child might practice asking a
store employee where an item is located.
An adolescent might learn to contact cus-
tomer service when thereis aproblem with
an order. A young adult might practice ask-
ing a supervisor for clarification about a
workplace task.

The objective is not to diminate support.
Ingtead, it isto help the individual become an
active participant in recognizing when sup-
port is needed and obtaining that support.

Build Waiting and Flexibility

Financial decisions frequently require
waiting. A person may need to wait until
payday to purchase something, save up, or
wait for asale. Learning to tolerate waiting
and delayed access during childhood can
provide practice with skills that may later
be useful when managing money. Behav-
ior-analytic research supports gradualy
increasing delays to reinforcement to help
individuals tolerate situations in which de-
sired items or activities are not immediate-
ly available (Hagopian et al., 2011).

These skills can be practiced during
everyday routines without making every
interaction about money. For example, at
mealtime, a child can practice waiting to
begin eating until each family member’'s
food has been plated and everyone is ready
to eat. Experiences like this provide op-

portunities to practice waiting and learn
that something desired may not always be
available immediately.

As skills develop, families can introduce
more direct saving goals. For example, a
child might set aside a small amount of
money each day for a week to contribute
toward adesired family outing.

Prioritize Autonomy Over Compliance

Perhaps the most important consider-
ation is why we teach independence. In-
dependence should not simply mean fol-
lowing directions or doing things exactly
as someone el se expects. Instead, it should
include opportunities to make choices and
take an activerole in everyday life.

A person can be very good at following
instructions while still having limited op-
portunities to make their own decisions.
Supporting independence means helping
individuals learn to communicate their
preferences, make informed choices, solve
problems, understand the outcomes of their
decisions, and ask for help when needed.

This also means providing opportunities
to make small, safe mistakes. Parents nat-
urally want to protect their children from
poor financial decisions, but everyday
mistakes can also create opportunities for
learning. For example, a child who spends
all of their allowance on oneitem may later
realize they do not have enough money for
something else they wanted. With support,
this experience can become an opportuni-
ty to discuss budgeting, planning, and the
consequences of financia choices.

As skills develop, the amount of support
provided can gradually change. For exam-
ple, when teaching a child to pay for an
item at a store, a caregiver might initialy
model how to hand money to the cashier
and provide reminders throughout the pro-
cess. Over time, the caregiver can provide
fewer prompts, allowing the child to com-
plete more of the purchase independently
and stepping in only when help is needed.

Financial Independence Is a Process

Financial independence does not sud-
denly begin when an autistic teenager re-
ceivesthair first job offer or turns eighteen.
It develops through years of experiences
that help a person learn to navigate choic-
es, routines, responsibilities, resources,
and relationships.

Families do not need to create complicat-
ed financial lessons to begin this process.
They can start with routinesthat are already
happening at home and in the community.

L et the child choose. L et them help make
the grocery list. Let them locate an item in
the store. Let them compare two products.
L et them practice asking for help. Let them
participate in preparing a meal. Let them
practice waiting for something they want.
Let them make choices—and, when safe
and appropriate, experience the natura
outcomes of those choices.

These moments may seem small, but they
provide opportunitiesto build skillsthat can
support greater independence over time.

Ultimately, financial independence is
about much more than knowing how to
manage money. It is about developing the
skills, confidence, communication abil-
ities, and opportunities needed to partici-
pate meaningfully in decisions about one's
own life.

For autistic individuals, that foundation
can begin with something as ordinary as
choosing what goes in the shopping cart.

Elise Beachy is a Board Certified As-
sistant Behavior Analyst (BCaBA) with
a Bachelor of Arts in Psychology and a
Bachelor of Artsin Philosophy. She works
with children with autism and their fami-
lies, with a focus on developing communi-
cation, adaptive, social, and daily living
skills that support greater independence
and quality of life.
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Financial Security from page 18

rely on Medicaid for healthcare. But I'm
no less alarmed by cuts to the program
forced on states by the budget reconcilia-
tion act (aka, the One Big Beautiful Bill or
H.R. 1) signed into law last summer. | have
friends and colleagues who do depend on
Medicaid, not only for healthcare but also
for the Home and Community Based Ser-
vices (HCBS) that enable them to live in
their own homes instead of nursing homes
or other ingtitutions. As in the past, when
states are faced with federal cutsto Medic-
aid, HCBS (which are considered optional)
are always on the chopping block. Yet, as
noted during a recent congressional brief-
ing, HCBS are more cost effective than in-

stitutional care.

In the months leading up to the passage
of H.R. 1, the Commonwealth Fund an-
alyzed the potential impact cuts to Med-
icaid and SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program) could have on state
economies. A March 2025 report esti-
mated a $1.1 trillion decrease in federal
funding over the next decade, 1.03 mil-
lion job losses nationwide in healthcare
and food-related industries, $113 billion
in lowered state GDPs, and $8.8 hillion
in lost tax revenue. The driving force be-
hind this downturn would be the multipli-
er effect: hospitals and grocery stores, the
direct recipients of Medicaid and SNAP
dollars, would lose revenue, causing a
ripple effect across supply chains. Ser-

vices, salaries, and jobs would then be
cut, reducing consumer spending and the
amount states can collect in property, in-
come, and sales taxes.

People with disabilities are too often
perceived as afinancial burden. In the pri-
vate sector, employers make assumptions
about the prohibitive costs of accommo-
dating employees with disabilities. Yet,
research shows that most accommodations
cost little to no money, and companies that
hire people with disabilities are more prof-
itable. Likewise with public services. With
the right supports in place, people with
disabilities can live in the community and
contribute to society. The thinking needs
to shift from “expense” to “investment.”
People with disahilities are not a drain on

limited resources. We're an untapped well
of unlimited potential.

Gyasi Burks-Abbott, MS, is on the fac-
ulty of the LEND (Leadership Education
in Neurodevelopmental and related Dis-
abilities) Program at Boston Children’s
Hospital and UMass Boston’s Institute
for Community Inclusion. He serves on
the boards, committees, and commissions
of many autism and disability organiza-
tions, and he's written for several au-
tism and disability-related publications.
Gyasi tells the story of how he became
an Autism Self-Advocate in his book
My Mother’s Apprentice: An Autistic’s
Rites of Passage. He can be reached at
burks1900@yahoo.com
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Financial Systemsfrom page 17

the essential work did not exist exclusively
inside my head. My team was trained, and
automations were built into our operations.
For the first time, | fully understood what
it meant for a business to hold its owner.

| write this as a finance professional and
chronically ill business owner who experi-
ences sensory and cognitive overload, ex-
ecutive-function challenges, and variable
capacity. | don’t have an autism diagnosis,
and | won't speak for the autistic commu-
nity as a whole. But | do understand what
it means to build a business inside a body
and brain whose energy isn't consistent
from one day to the next.

Your experience may be different from
mine, but the same business-design ques-
tion deserves our attention: What happens
to your business when you can’t operate at
full capacity?

Most business advice assumes you'll be
the visionary, marketer, service provider,
operations manager, and financial deci-
sion-maker all at once. Maybe that hap-
pens on your best day, but most days don't
look likethis, especially when you' re man-
aging illness, grief, burnout, sensory over-
load, executive-function demands, or the
full weight of being human.

Sometimes the rest is the work. Your
business needs enough structure to let you
take that rest, which may require reconsid-
ering what structure actually means.

Structure is often treated as rigid or re-
strictive. Budgets can cause guilt or shame,
and systems can sound like rules created
by someone who doesn’t understand how
your brain works. But the right structure
creates more choices and more freedom.

| think of it like building a home. A
strong foundation and solid walls don't
trap you. They give you something stur-
dy to lean against when you're not feel-

Randi Turkin

ing your strongest. You arrange the rooms
around the way you live, creating a place
where you can work, recover, and belong.

Your financial systems can become a
safe houseinside your business. They can’t
prevent illness, grief, burnout, or overload,
but they can reduce the financial mysteries
you must solvewhile carrying thosethings.

Accessible systems also preserve cogni-
tive fuel. Think about walking into amessy
closet with clothing and shoes scattered
everywhere. Before getting dressed, you
have to search, sort, evaluate, and make
decision after decision. When the closet
is organized, you can see what's there and
choose easily. Money works the same way!

Bookkeeping organizes your financial
closet. Categorization shows what hap-
pened; reconciliation helps confirm it;
financial statements arrange the informa-
tion into a nonfiction story you can read,;
and cash flow planning shows what's
likely to happen next. Automation reduc-
es the repetitive actions competing for
your attention.

Building an Accessible Financial System

So what does this support look like?
Even on alower-capacity day, your finan-
cial system should help you answer: How
much money is available? What bills are
coming? How much can | afford to pay
myself? How long can the business contin-
ue with its current cash? Can | afford an
investment or support?

You don't need an elaborate dashboard.
Check your bank activity weekly so you
know whether upcoming obligations are
covered. Keep your bookkeeping current
and review accurate monthly reports. Sep-
arate business and persond funds so you
can seewhat each siderequires. Create atax
plan with alicensed tax professional. Begin
building a cash buffer, evenif your first goal
is modest. Over time, you may work toward
several months of essential operating ex-
penses and consistent owner compensation.

Then look for tasks that don’t need your
focus every time. Recurring invoices, au-
tomatic payments, bank rules, commu-
nication templates, written procedures,
assigned responsibilities, and a task-man-
agement system can reduce cognitive
demand. Automation still needs human
oversight, especialy for your finances, but
checking completed work is very different
from reconstructing a process.

In an accessible system, information re-
mains vighle, the process understandable,
and the choice of whereto receive help yours,
whether that support is human or automated.
The deeper benefits are clarity and choice.

Clear financia information gives you
doors instead of traps. A door might be an
opportunity you can evaluate for its likely
return, while a trap might be high-interest
debt taken on without understanding its
true cost or how it will be repaid. Visibility
helps you tell the difference.

It lets you make decisions based on your

actual capacity. Client fulfillment may
continue while marketing pauses. You may
automate atask, document a process, build
areserve, or bring in support before a cri-
sis. You may decide that success requiring
you to override your body every day isn't
sustainable for you.

Being autistic, neurodivergent, chron-

icaly ill, or otherwise different from what
someone el se considers the norm does not
make you less capable of running a suc-
cessful business. You are alowed to build
it around your own brain, your own body,
your own capacity, and your own life.

You Don't Have to Build
the Whole House Today

Look at your business and ask: What is

most likely to fall apart if | can’t work for
an extended period?

Choose one answer: invoicing, client de-

livery, payroll, password access, bookkeep-
ing, or work only you know how to do. Then
take one step forward. Write down one pro-
cess. Automate one task. Create one remind-
er. Teach one trusted person where to begin.

You don’t have to see the whole path

before you take the next step. | couldn’t
have known that the systems | was build-
ing during ordinary months would one day
hold my business together during the abso-
lute worst period of my life. | only know
how grateful | am that they did.

Your business shouldn’'t require you to

be at full strength every day smply to re-
main functional. With each piece of struc-
ture, you can build a business that doesn’t
just depend on you. You can build one that
supports you, too.

Randi Turkin is Founder and CEO of

Clone Consulting + Financials. She can be
reached at randi@ineedaclone.com, and
more information is available at ineeda-
clone.com.

The System from page 21

built multilingual remindersin response.

None of these were failures of medical
knowledge. These people often had excel-
lent physicians. What was failing was ev-
erything between the appointments.

A physician can prescribe the right medi-
cation, but someone has to remember when
totakeit. A hospital can discharge a patient
with instructions, but someone has to un-
derstand them, reconcile the medications,
book the appointments, and notice when
something is going wrong.

Often, that someone is family. More
than 51 million Americans provide care to
someone age 50 or older, spending an av-
erage of 26 hours a week doing it. We call
them daughters and husbands and sons.
In practice they also become schedulers,
medication managers, drivers, medica
historians, insurance navigators, and in-
terpreters of subtle change. None of those
jobs appears on an insurance card. Remove
that person, and a carefully designed care
plan can begin to come apart.

Which brings me to the part | can’t stop
thinking about. Imagine an autistic man
who is 55. His parents are 80.

For four decades they have known that
when he stops eating a particular food,
something may bewrong. They know which
rooms overwhelm him, which routines set-
tle him, how he shows pain, which medi-
cations he has tried, which clinicians listen
and which don't, and which formshaveto be
filed each year to keep his supportsin place.

That knowledge may exist largely in two
people's heads. And his parents are devel-
oping health problems of their own.

Whoinheritsforty years of understanding?

We do not have a good answer. Au-
tism research has concentrated heavily on
childhood; one review found that work
involving older autistic people accounted
for only about 0.4% of published autism
studies over the decade it examined. So we
know remarkably little about what happens
when lifelong communication and sensory
differences meet dementia, polypharmacy,
reduced mobility, and theloss of the people
who have navigated care for decades.

An autistic adult can therefore meet re-
lated forms of fragmentation twice in one
life: once leaving childhood systems, and
again aging into increasingly complex
needs. These are usualy treated as sepa-
rate policy problems. | think they expose

the same weakness.

We have built care around institutions
with bounded responsibilities rather than
around continuity across a person’s life.
Schools are responsible until they are not.
Pediatric clinicians hand off.

Speciadists treat the systems assigned to
them. Families fill much of the space left
between. What if continuity were the thing
we funded?

For young adults leaving school, that
could mean transition coordinators who
remain involved after graduation, bridg-
ing healthcare, benefits, employment, and
community services instead of handing a
family alist of phone numbers.

For adult medicine, it means stronger au-
tism education in residency and continuing
medical education: communication accom-
modations, sensory needs, supported deci-
sion-making, and the danger of dismissing
every new symptom or behaviora change
as“just autism.”

For older adults, it means treating care
coordination and caregiver support as cen-
tral components of healthcare rather than
socia afterthoughts.

None of this assumes autistic people
need lifelong supervision. Independence

should be supported wherever the person
wants it. But independence is not the same
as being left aone. Someone can direct
their own life and still need help under-
standing a scan, reaching a clinic, or mak-
ing adecision heard.

Support and autonomy are hot opposites.

Often, support is what makes autonomy
possible.

| want to know whether a treatment ex-

ists. | also want to know whether the per-
son can reach it, understand it, afford it,
manage it, and keep receiving it when the
institution around them changes.

Because an autistic child does not be-

come a different person when school ends.
An older adult does not become a list of
diagnoses because five specidlists are in-
volved. And an autistic adult does not stop
being autistic when they grow old.

The paperwork changes. The person

remains.

Aishwarya Manga is a former behav-

ioral therapist and social skills coach at
UCLA's PEERS Clinic, and the founder of
AgeWell Bruins, an intergenerational se-
nior health organization.
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Divorce from page 17

The trust can supplement, rather than re-
place, government benefits by paying for
additional needs and expenses. First-party
trusts have specific legal requirements and
generaly include a Medicaid payback pro-
vision, so families should seek qualified
legal and financial guidance when consid-
ering this option.

A third-party Specia Needs Trust can
also be an important planning tool when
parents, grandparents, or others want to
provide funds for the benefit of an indi-
vidual with a disability. Because the funds
come from someone other than the ben-
eficiary, a third-party trust is structured
differently from a first-party trust. Under-
standing which type of trust is appropriate
— and how it should be funded and admin-
istered — isan important part of protecting
the child’slong-term financial security.

It isalso helpful to work with afinancial
professional who is well versed in specia
needs financial planning, such as a Char-
tered Specia Needs Consultant, to help
families plan for current and future care
costs and support discussions around fund-
ing and child support.

Life insurance may also be an important
part of thefinancial plan, particularly when
one or both parents have ongoing support
obligations or when the child may require
financial support well into adulthood. Ben-
eficiary designations and other financial
arrangements should be coordinated with
the family’s overall estate and Specid
Needs Trust planning.

Support During the Divorce Process
Working with a Certified Special Needs

Divorce Coach can also be of tremendous
benefit when navigating the divorce pro-

Mary Ann Hughes, MBA

cess and advocating for an autistic child’'s
needs. A coach can help parents identify
and become aware of issues to consider as
part of the divorce and associated transi-
tions, provide resources and best practices,
and offer guidance on questions to raise
with the appropriate legal and financial
professionals. This approach can help par-
ents look beyond the immediate financial
and legal decisionsto consider the broader
needs of their child and family.

Here are just some of the financial and
practical aspectsacoach or other profession-
a may help parentsidentify and consider:

*  Who will have decision-making author-
ity regarding the child's medical, edu-
cational, and other needs?

» Who will provide and pay for health
insurance?

* How will medical, therapeutic, educa-
tional, and other expenses not covered
by insurance be divided and paid?

e Who will apply for government bene-
fits on behalf of the child?

*  Who will serve as Representative Pay-
ee, when applicable?

«  Will aSpecia Needs Trust be established,
and who will establish and fund it?

¢ Who will serve as Trustee?

* How will lifeinsurance and other assets
be coordinated with the child's long-
term financial plan?

* How will the child’s future needs be
funded if one parent dies or isno longer
able to provide financial support?

Planning Beyond Divorce

Becoming knowledgeable and prepared
to discuss an autistic child’'slife-care needs
— and ways to support those needs with-
out unnecessarily disrupting current or fu-
ture benefits — is vital when planning for
the financial support of a child with ongo-
ing support needs.

Financial planning for an autistic child
goes beyond determining a monthly
child-support amount. Parents should work
toward identifying how the child’s needs
will be funded and managed both now and
in the future, while protecting access to
benefits and planning for the child’s tran-
sition into adulthood.

For many families, this means looking
beyond childhood and considering the
individual's potential needs for housing,

healthcare, therapies and supports, trans-
portation, employment or day programs,
caregiving, and other services throughout
adulthood. It also means considering who
will manage financial resources and make
decisions when the parents are no longer
able to do so.

And if a child is diagnosed with autism
after a divorce, or if appropriate financial
and support arrangements were not estab-
lished at the time of divorce, it may till
be possible to modify existing divorce
agreements or establish additional plan-
ning tools. Families should work with
professionals who understand the nuances
of special needs divorce and the legal and
financial documents that may be needed to
protect the young or adult child’s interests.

Ultimately, financial planning for an au-
tistic child during divorce is about more
than dividing assets or determining a
child-support payment. It is about creating
a thoughtful, sustainable plan that recog-
nizes the child’s needs today, anticipates
the future, and helps provide financia se-
curity throughout the child's lifetime.

Mary Ann Hughes, MBA, is a Certified
Foecial Needs Divorce Coach, Copar-
enting Secialist, Pre-Mediation Divorce
Coach, Family Mediator, and Founder of
Foecial Family Transitions LLC. She is
also a speaker, trainer, and advocate, and
recently gave a TEDx Talk about her jour-
ney through divorce as the mother of au-
tistic children, sharing how advocating for
loved ones can help caregivers find their
strength and purpose.

For more information and resources on
special needs divorce or transitions, please
visit SecialFamilyTransitions.com and
follow on Facebook, Instagram, YouTube,
and LinkedIn. You can also reach Mary Ann
at maryann@specialfamilytransitions.com.

Equity and Equality from page 20

individuals have led to escalation, some-
times with fatal consequences. Less than
expected eye contact in an effort to regu-
late sensory input. Meltdowns resulting
from sensory overload. “Fight or flight”
responses to increased stress or to con-
frontational situations. These are wrongly
though commonly misinterpreted as suspi-
cious or dangerous, as being indicative of
disrespect, disobedience, or defiance, or as
attempts at avoiding arrest when, in fact,
only innocent intentions are involved.

If, as | believe will be the case, the MA
Blue Envelope Program can keep atraffic
stop from escalating in the first place, or
if it can de-escalate an already tense situa-
tion, then the law is a triumph not for equal
protection (only arelatively small segment
of MA drivers will be given a blue enve-
lope) but for equitable protection which
understands that the behavioral tendencies
and needs of neurodivergent individuals
and those of neurotypical individuas are
often two different things. The sky’s the
limit in terms of how much emotional un-
ease will be averted and how many inno-
cent lives may be saved.

| am learning-disabled in addition to be-
ing autistic. During my high school years,
| was acutely aware of the former while
falsely believing that | had nothing to do
with the latter. The learning disability di-
agnosis entitled me to a pricel ess academic
accommodation which a policy of “equal

Sam Farmer

treatment” would have denied: an offer to
take the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)
untimed. In rejecting this accommodation
out of an insistence to be evaluated on the
same terms as my hon-learning-disabled
peers, | paid a hefty price in the form of
sub-par test resultswhich tothisday | view
as having betrayed my true academic abil-
ities at the time.

| rushed through the SATsthough | could
not finish the verbal section once time had
expired. Not even close. Too many reading
comprehension questions marked wrong
because | was unable to get to them. My
learning disability is such that | process

information slower than most, particular-
ly while reading. Not that | was incapable
of understanding. | simply required more
time to do so.

Looking back with regret, | can vividly
picture an “if only” scenario in which I’'m
sitting in the exam hall, intensely focused
for hours on end and finishing every last
question. Time would have no meaning.
All that would matter would be complet-
ing the SATSs to the very best of my abil-
ity. That's how my work ethic typicaly
manifests when | know the stakes are high,
though not that day.

My self-inflicted SAT wound is a cau-
tionary tale as to the cost of equity denied.
A foolish, impulsive decision on my part.
So much for a level playing field for me
and for my schoolmates. Instead, | chose
to rig the terms of engagement against my-
self as a disabled individual by saying no
to what would have been an invaluable ac-
commodation intended to level that play-
ing field.

A few years later, | would know better.
A college student, now wiser and a little
more experienced, in need of the same ac-
commodation which nobody else in my
class needed, and | ran with it upon being
granted it. The feeling was magical. | felt
validated, that | mattered, and most grate-
ful to have been afforded the extra time to
properly complete several of one of my
professor’'s exams. She patiently waited
around for me to finish up, having gener-
oudly done so every single instance when

the need had arisen. All of my classmates
had long since left the building. They were
given the time they required and so was |.
Equity in practice, yet with an egual out-
come for all of us.

Acts of equity entail increased kindness,
thoughtfulness, compassion, and empa-
thy in comparison to acts of equality, and
therein lies the challenge. The outcomes,
however, would more than justify the ef-
fort: the removal of barriers which stand
in the way of the pursuit of happiness and
success for so many; more of us being able
to be at our best for ourselves and for oth-
ers; less untapped human potential; greater
social justice; the treatment of people in
a way that respects our differing sets of
wants and needs.

Equality, in the true sense of the word.
Equity-enabled equality!

Sam Farmer is an information technol-
ogy consultant, advocate for neurodiver-
sity, writer, author, and public speaker.
Identified later in life as autistic, he writes
articles, records podcasts, and presents at
libraries, conferences, and for corpora-
tions and autism support organizations,
sharing stories of lived experiences and
his opinions on a variety of topics of rel-
evance to the neurodiversity and disabil-
ity communities. “ A Long Walk Down a
Winding Road - Small Seps, Challenges,
& Triumphs Through an Autistic Lens” is
his first book. To learn more, visit www.
samfar merauthor.com.
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Financial Literacy from page 18

purchases represented good value or how
they affected his remaining budget. His
difficulty was not with calculating money
or purchasing; rather, it was with antici-
pating consequences and making informed
decisions. This illustrates the distinction
between financial knowledge and finan-
cia decision-making. The student had the
knowledge to complete the transaction but
needed support applying that knowledge to
abroader financia goal: how much money
can | spend onfood and still have enoughto
eat the entire semester? Research on autis-
tic adults similarly suggests that financial
literacy involves multiple dimensions of fi-
nancial knowledge, confidence, planning,
and everyday financial behavior (Galizzi et
al., 2023). The challenge, therefore, is not
simply teaching teens what money is, but
teaching them a repeatable process for de-
ciding what to do with their money.

Teaching Decision-Making
Instead of Rules

Parents often teach financial behavior
through rules: “Don’t spend too much,”
“Save your money,” “Only buy what you
need.” or “Make abudget.” Although these
rules are well intentioned, they do not nec-
essarily teach an autistic how to react to a
new situation. A rule tells a person what
to do; a decision-making strategy teaches
a person how to think about what to do. A
consistent routine provides a useful bridge
between knowing a financial rule and ap-
plying that rulein everyday life.

The THINK model is a simple deci-
sion-making routine that consists of five
questions:

T — Take a Moment. The first question
is, “Do | need to decide right now?’ This
step creates an opportunity to pause before
making an impulsive purchase, especialy
when an item is appealing, emotionally
exciting, or presented as a “Limited-Time
Opportunity!” The purpose is to create
space between wanting and acting.

H — How Much Will It Really Cost?
The second question is, “What is the total
cost?’ This may include sales tax, ship-
ping, fees, tips, or other hidden charges.
This step requires attention, math, and
mental manipulation by focusing on costs
beyond the advertised price.

| — Is It a Need or a Want? After cal-

Heidi Hillman PhD, BCBA-D, LMHC

culating the real cost, the focus moves to
“Do | need thistoday?’ Rather than teach-
ing that wants are bad, we teach teens to
distinguish between something necessary,
something that can wait, and something
that is simply desirable. This step supports
prioritization and self-monitoring. Many
things teens consider “needs’ (such as
smart phones) may be “wants’ influenced
by advertising.

N — What Happens Next? The autistic
asks, “If | buy this today, what happens to
my money tomorrow?’ This question in-
troduces future thinking. A purchase may
be affordable in the moment but interferes
with a future need. For example, spend-
ing $20 at a restaurant today may seem
reasonable until the teen redlizes that the
same $20 is needed for groceries later in
the week. | may ask the teen, rather than
spending $20 on one meal, what could
have been purchased at the grocery store
for the same $20? This comparison teaches
a cognitive skill—comparing today’s deci-
sion with tomorrow’s consequences.

K — Keegp My Money or Spend It? The
teen asks, “Is this the best use of my mon-
ey?’ This brings together decision-making
and delayed gratification. The goal is not to
teach teens never to spend money but to help
them make intentional choicesbased ontheir
needs, priorities, and available resources.

The THINK model reduces the cogni-
tive demands associated with repeated fi-
nancial decisions. Instead of treating every

purchase as a new problem, the teen learns
to use the same sequence of questions
across financial dilemmas. The model uses
rules to intentionally teach financial lit-
eracy, which there is limited research on.
A 2025 systematic review (Schena et al.,
2025) found only two studies that directly
taught financial-literacy skills to autistic
individuals, compared with 10 studies that
addressed more basic money skills such as
calculating change.

Applying THINK in Everyday Life

The strength of the THINK model isthat
it can be practiced in everyday situations.
For example, a teen may bring enough
money for a movie ticket at the mall, only
to discover that their favorite store is hav-
ing a“2 for 1 sale.” The teen must decide
whether to spend the money at the store
or save it for the movie. Instead of simply
giving the teen more money, a parent can
use the dilemma to practice THINK: Do |
really need more clothes? What is the ac-
tual cost of the purchase? What happens if
| spend the money planned for the movie?
What alternatives are available? The situ-
ation becomes an opportunity for the teen
to practice financia problem-solving and
hopefully make a good decision.

The same routine can be applied any-
where. An autistic deciding whether to pur-
chase a $15 item can practice determining
the final cost, deciding whether theitem is
a need or a want, considering the remain-
ing balance, and evaluating whether the
purchase is the best use of available mon-
ey. Repeated experiences help connect fi-
nancial concepts to real-life consequences.

The modd aso works well with digital
transactions. When money is represented by
a number on a screen — like using a debit
card at a grocery store or making an online
purchase — rather than physical dollars and
coins, the connection between spending and
reduction in available money islessvisible.
Parents can make digital spending more
concrete by showing the starting balance,
purchase amount, and remaining balance.
The godl isto make an abstract digital trans-
action more concrete through intentional
thinking and problem solving.

Conclusion

Money literacy is an important founda-
tion for independence but does not guar-
antee effective financial decision-making.
Autistic teens may know how much money
they have, recognize prices, and complete

purchases, yet still need instruction in plan-
ning, prioritizing, and anticipating conse-
guences. The limited research on finan-
cial-literacy instruction for autistic teens
reinforces the need for practical approach-
es that move beyond basic money skills
(Schenaet a., 2025). Recent research also
demonstratesthe potential value of directly
teaching spending, saving, budgeting, and
banking skills to autistic teens (Wheeler et
al., 2026).

The THINK Model offersan initial con-
ceptual framework for helping parents
teach cognitive skills through everyday ex-
periences. By teaching teens how to think
through decisions — not ssimply how to
count money — parents help their teens
build the planning, self-monitoring, and
decision-making skills needed for greater
financial independence. When paired with
intentional decision-making instruction, fi
nancial literacy becomes more than know!-
edge about money; it becomes a practical
skill for navigating everyday life.

Heidi Hillman is an autistic researcher
and professor at Eastern Washington Uni-
versity. For more information, please con-
tact Heidi Hillman at hhillman@ewu.edu.
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Financial Mistakes from page 24

recommended services, not just the ones
insurance is currently authorizing. This
allows for redlistic rather than reactive
planning, and it may reveal community re-
sources, grants, or nonprofit programs that
can offset some of these gap expenses.

Mistake #3: Overlooking Government
Benefits and Waiver Programs

Many families assume that Medicaid,
Supplemental Security Income (SSl), or
state waiver programs are only for house-
holds below the poverty line. In redlity,
some states offer Medicaid ligibility path-
ways for children with significant disabil-
ities that may use different financial eligi-
bility rules than traditional Medicaid and,

in some circumstances, may not count pa-
rental income in the usual manner.

Depending on the program and state,
Medicaid may cover services that private
insurance typicaly excludes, such as re-
spite care, home modifications, and per-
sonal care assistance. Children who qualify
for Medicaid may also have private insur-
ance, with Medicaid generally coordinat-
ing as the payer of last resort for Medic-
aid-covered services.

Recommendation: Ask the clinic's care
coordinator or a local Family Support Net-
work chapter whether the state offersaKatie
Beckett waiver, aMedicaid buy-in program,
or a developmentd disabilities waiver, and
get on any waitlists as early as possible. In
many states, these waitlists run for years,
so early application, even before certainty

about needing it, is one of the single most
valuablefinancial moves afamily can make.

Mistake #4: Delaying
Long-Term and Legal Planning

Understandably, parents in the thick of
early intervention are focused on the pres-
ent: therapy schedules, |EP meetings, dai-
ly routines. Long-term financia planning,
guardianship, special needs trusts, and es-
tate planning can fedl distant and uncom-
fortable to think about.

The consequences of delay show up in
clinical practice more often than families
expect. A well-meaning grandparent leaves
an inheritance directly to an autistic adult,
inadvertently affecting eigibility for SS|
or certain Medicaid eligibility pathways
if the inheritance pushes their assets over

applicable limits. Families may reach
adulthood without establishing an appro-
priate plan for financial management, de-
cision-making supports, estate planning,
or succession of care, potentialy leaving
important decisions to be resolved during
an already difficult time.

Recommendation: As early as possible
— ideally well before a child ages out of
pediatric services — consult with an at-
torney or other qualified professional who
specializes in specia needs planning. A
properly structured Special Needs Trust
(also called a Supplemental Needs Trust)
can allow loved ones to provide money or
assets without jeopardizing digibility for
certain means-tested government benefits.

see Financial Mistakes on page 39
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Secure Future from page 19

can be an important part of financial secu-
rity. These programs all have different eli-
gibility rules, and understanding what they
provide (and how they work together) is
essential for long-term planning.

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is
a needs-based federal program for people
who meet disability and financia eligibil-
ity requirements. The federal SSI resource
limit is $2,000 for one person, although not
every asset counts toward that limit. That
figure has not changed since 1989.

Medicaid is another important piece of
the picture. In addition to providing health
coverage, Medicaid can cover home- and
community-based services (HCBS) in
many states. These services may include
respite, case management, and supported
employment. People who receive SSI are
generaly dligible for Medicaid, but states
have different rules and options for cover-
ing people with disabilities.

Social Security Disability Insurance
(SSDI) is different. Eligibility generally
depends on a person meeting Social Secu-
rity’s definition of disability and having
sufficient work history. In some circum-
stances, an adult whose disability began
before age 22 may also qualify for ben-
efits based on a parent’s Social Security
record, once that parent retires, becomes
disabled, or dies.

It's adso important to understand how
benefits interact with other sources of fi-
nancial support. A financia gift or inher-
itance, for example, can sometimes affect
eligibility for benefitsif it is not structured
appropriately. Programs can aso open
doorsto one another. In most states, people
who receive SSI are categorically eligible
for SNAPR, which means their SSI approv-
al satisfies the income and asset tests —
though they still have to apply.

Because benefit programs, tax rules,
and state laws can interact in complicated
ways, families may benefit from working
with a qualified financial planner, benefits
specidist, or attorney with experience in
disability planning. The right guidance can
help families understand their options and
make decisionsthat fit their circumstances.

My own family experienced how much
time and effort it can take to navigate these
systems. When we applied for benefits for
AJ, the process took roughly three years
and involved significant paperwork, meet-
ings, and documentation. That’s one reason
| encourage families to learn about these
programs before they urgently need them.

Know the Tools, but Don’'t Treat Them
As One-Size-Fits-All Solutions

Once families understand the broader
benefits landscape, they can start think-
ing about some of the financial tools that
can help them prepare for the future. Two
tools that come up frequently in disabili-
ty planning are special needs trusts and
ABLE accounts. Both can play an import-
ant role, but they serve different purposes,
and neither is theright fit for every person
or family.

A properly structured special needs trust
can alow families to set aside money for
the benefit of a person with a disabili-
ty while preserving eligibility for certain
public benefits that have income or asset
limits. How the trust is funded matters. A
trust funded with family assets works dif-
ferently from one funded with the person’'s
own money (an inheritance left directly to
them, for example, or a legal settlement),
which is generaly subject to Medicaid re-
payment after their death. For our family,
establishing atrust was an important part of
planning for AJ s future. We al so purchased
alifeinsurance policy designed to fund the
trust when my wife and | are both gone.

Decisions about whether to establish
a trust, how to fund it, and who should
serve as trustee should be made with qual-
ified legal and financial guidance. Autism
Speaks' resource on special needs trusts
provides an introduction to how these
trusts work and questions families may
want to consider.

ABLE accounts offer another way for
eligible people with disabilitiesto save and
pay for qualified expenses while maintain-
ing accessto certain public benefits. Begin-
ning in 2026, the age at which a person’s
disability must have begun to qualify for
an ABLE account increased from before

age 26 to before age 46. For 2026, the stan-
dard annual contribution limit is $20,000,
and people receiving SSI can generally
have up to $100,000 in an ABLE account
without those funds counting toward the
SSI resource limit.

For families who have aready saved
for education through a 529 account, there
may also be an option to roll some of those
funds into an ABLE account. The rollover
counts toward the ABLE account’s annual
contribution limit.

ABLE funds can be used for a broad
range of qualified disability expenses, in-
cluding housing, transportation, education,
healthcare, employment supports, and oth-
er expenses related to living with a disabili-
ty. While atrust can be useful for managing
assets over thelong term, an ABL E account
can provide more flexibility for day-to-day
expenses. In some cases, families may use
both. Autism Speaks has worked for years
to expand access to ABLE accounts and
offers more information about ABLE ac-
counts and the ABLE Act.

The right combination of tools will look
different for every family. What mattersis
understanding the options available and
considering how they can support the per-
son’s needs, goals, and financia future.
A professional who understands disabil-
ity planning can help families determine
which options make sense for them.

Plan for People, Not Just Accounts

For many parents, the financial ques-
tions are only the beginning. Families
also have to think about who will be there
to support their child and help navigate
the future when they can no longer do it
themselves.

For us, that question has meant thinking
beyond money. My wife and | have had
to consider who knows AJ well, who he
trusts, what kinds of support he may need,
and who can help him navigate decisions
inthefuture. Thoserelationshipsarejust as
important to his long-term security as the
financial toolswe put in place.

We revisit our plans every few years.
The plan we imagined when AJwas young
looks very different from the one we have

today. He is now 27, lives independently
with some support, and works part time.
When he was nine, | hoped those things
might be possible, but his life has evolved
inwayswe could not have predicted — and
our planning has had to evolve with him.

A long-term plan should leave room for
the person to grow and change. For some
autistic people, that may mean gradually
taking on more responsibility for manag-
ing money and learning how to budget. For
others who need more significant support,
parents, caregivers, and other loved ones
may need to take a more active role. The
goal in either case should be to involve the
autistic person as much as possible in the
planning process.

Familiesshould think about what happens
if parents or other primary caregivers can
no longer provide that support. That may
mean identifying people who could step
in, discussing who might serve as a trust-
€e or successor trustee, considering powers
of attorney or other legal decision-making
arrangements, and making sure those peo-
ple understand the autistic person and their
wishes. Importantly, that does not mean as-
suming asibling will automatically become
acaregiver or trustee. Those are significant
responsibilities, and families should have
honest conversations about who is willing
and able to take them on.

Ultimately, financial planning is not
about building the perfect plan. It is about
giving an autistic person the resources,
support, and opportunitiesto build afulfill-
ing life - whatever that looks like for them.

This article is for general educational
purposes only and does not congtitute fi-
nancial, tax, or lega advice. Eligibility
rules and planning options vary by indi-
vidual circumstances and may change over
time. Autistic people and families should
consult qualified professionals familiar
with disability planning before making fi-
nancial or legal decisions.

Keith Wargo is the President and CEO
of Autism Speaks, working to create anin-
clusive world for all individuals with au-
tism throughout their lifespan. For more
information and resources, visit autism-
speaks.org.

Financial Mistakes from page 38

ABLE accounts may also be a useful plan-
ning tool for someindividual s with disabil-
ities and can sometimes be used aongside
a Special Needs Trust. Because eligibility
rules and planning strategies are specific,
families should discuss both options with
a qualified specia needs planning profes-
sional rather than relying on a generic fi-
nancial advisor or an online will template.

Mistake #5: Choosing a Provider
Without Evaluating Quality and Fit

The temptation is understandable. A clin-
ic that's ten minutes closer, or one with an
opening next week instead of next month, is
appealing when afamily is desperateto start
services. But it’s not unusual to see families
cycle through three or four providersin 18
months because they didn’'t ask about staff

turnover, supervision ratios, or whether the
clinic’s outcomes data was ever tracked.
Switching providers isn't just clinical-
ly disruptive; it's financialy costly. Each
transition often means new intake pa
perwork, new insurance authorizations,
therapy hours lost during the gap, and
sometimes additional assessments or au-
thorization steps that may or may not be
reimbursed depending on the payer.

Recommendation: Vet aprovider the way
any long-term service relationship would
be vetted. Ask about BCBA-to-client su-
pervision ratios, staff retention rates, how
progress is measured and reported, how
frequently the BCBA directly observes
treatment, and how RBTSs are trained and
supervised. Families can also ask how pro-
tocol modifications are made, how caregiv-
ers are included in treatment planning and
training, and how the provider coordinates
with other professionals when appropriate.

A dlightly longer commute or wait time
is often a better investment than repeated
provider changes.

Mistake #6: Not Tracking or
Appealing Denied Claims

Insurance denials can occur for a variety
of reasons, including missng documenta
tion, coding or billing issues, authorization
requirements, medical-necessity determina-
tions, network restrictions, or benefit lim-
itations. A denial does not necessarily mean
that coverageisunavailable, sofamiliesmay
want to review the reason for the denial and
explore whether additional documentation,
clarification, or an apped is appropriate.

Recommendation: Keep a simple log of
every claim, denial, and phone call with the
insurer, including dates and representative
names. Many adverse coverage or payment
decisions carry appeal rights, although the

process and deadlines vary by health plan.
Ask the provider whether itsbilling or clin-
ica team can help identify the reason for
the denial, provide supporting documenta-
tion, or assist with the payer’s reconsider-
ation or appeal process.

Thoughts From the Intake Room

Most families are doing their absolute
best under circumstances that are, frankly,
more complicated than they should be. The
goal in sharing these observations isn’t to
add to the stress of an autism diagnosis,
but to help families walk in informed, ask
sharper questions, and avoid the costly de-
tours that show up again and again in clini-
cal practice. Families can reduce avoidable
financial surprises by asking questions
early and building a care team — clinical,
financial, and legal — that communicates
and plans proactively.

For more information, visit atgaba.com.
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Neurodiverse Hiring from page 22

mission was to build an engineering firm
that delivers superior outcomes to custom-
ers, while also demonstrating that neurodi-
versity isacritical benefit for businesses.

In fact, more than 75% of the company’s
workforce is neurodiverse. In an MIT arti-
cle, Ultranauts CEO Rajesh Anandan said,
“We're able to create value for clientsin a
way that few other teams can through the
simple premise of tapping into amuch wid-
er range of talent and different approaches
to problem solving.” To support this goal,
the Ultranauts founders built a “universal
workplace,” consisting of captioned video
cals, flexible schedules, transparent de-
cision-making, and daily feedback loops.
And the results speak for themselves: the
company grew 50% annually in revenue
even during the pandemic and has a 100
Net Promoter Score (NPS), showing high
customer loyalty.

Auticon - Auticon pridesitself on being the
largest majority-autistic company globally.
As a technology consulting firm, Auticon
offers many services including quality as-
surance and testing, cybersecurity, and cus-
tom software development. Their delivery
model is the most impressive: their work-
force is made up of 350+ autistic consul-
tants spread across 13 countries, and they
have 300+ global clients, including Volvo,
Disney, Deloitte, and Siemens.

In addition to its inclusive practices
within the company, Auticon also offers an
el earning course, “Foundations of Neuro-
diversity.” By participating in a 60-minute,
self-paced course, managers, employers,
and organizations learn practica strate-
giesfor building inclusive environmentsto
better support and recruit neurodivergent
talent. Beyond this course, Auticon offers
nine customi zabl e standalone modul es that
cover things like workplace assessments
and manager workshops.

University-Affiliated Pipelines - Pro-
grams that pair a college support system
with an employer pipeline, feeding severa
of the corporate programs above.

RIT Spectrum Support - Since 2008, Roch-
ester Institute of Technology’s Spectrum
Support Program (SSP) has grown over
1,000%, serving around 125 students a
year at the university. The program is root-
ed in individualized coaching where each
student is paired with aspecialist or trained
coach, building confidence in areas includ-
ing social connection, self-advocacy, and
career preparation.

As the employment-focused counter-
part, RIT's Neurodiverse Hiring Initiative
(NHI) works on both sides of the system.
Students participate in a “Career Ready
Bootcamp,” an in-person program built
around career-readiness competencies as
defined by the National Association of
Colleges and Employers. For employers,
RIT offers networking events, access to
talent pipelines, and training for staff on
recruiting and supporting neurodivergent
employees.

Gabriele Barrocas

Rowan University Autism PATH Pro-
gram - Rowan University’s PATH Program
stands for “Preparation and Achievement
inthe Transition to Hire.” Founded in 2019
as an employment-focused initiative, the
program targets neurodivergent Rowan
students and alumni and operates on three
central pillars: career readiness, socia en-
gagement, and resource networks, and at
no additional cost. For employers, PATH
acts as a mediator in offering internships
and hiring pipelines.

Aspart of the PATH program, Rowan of -
fers a summer orientation program called
College Compass for neurodivergent stu-
dents. Students are able to move in early
and get settled before campus gets over-
whelming during move-in.

Carnegie Mellon’s Olitsky Access and
Opportunity Program - Through the
Olitsky program at Carnegie Mellon,
students and alumni can participate in
numerous offerings. 1-on-1 coaching
sessions can be scheduled ahead of time
where students develop individualized
goals for their career development track
in a stress-free environment. Students
and alumni can also attend peer-con-
nect gatherings, offered monthly. With a
strengths-based approach, the gatherings
welcome all communication styles and
backgrounds. Recharge Rooms are also
present during in-person career fairs. As
a reduced sensory space, these rooms
give students an outlet to rest and refresh
during an event. The program also offers
1 on 1 networking events between stu-
dents and employers.

A notable part of the CMU program is
the Neurodiversity and Higher Educa-
tion Seminar Series (NHESS), a collab-
oration that spans multiple universities
working together on training and disabil-
ity resources.

Cross-Company Coalition - The Neu-
rodiversity @ Work Roundtable is a col-
lective of large companies and experts
dedicated to improving the employment
outcomes for neurodiverse professionals.
With member corporations like Bank of
America, Microsoft, Pfizer, and Google,
the Roundtable works to design neurodi-

verse hiring practices and workplace ac-
commodations to support employment and
career development.

In 2019, the Roundtable published the
“Autism @ Work Playbook,” giving in-
sights and knowledge to companies as they
explore neuroinclusive hiring and recruit-
ing pathways. The Playbook contains ex-
tensive resources, including best practices
for interviewing and onboarding.

The Current Pressure Test:
The 2025-26 DEI Rollback

Corporate DEI retrenchment has put neu-
rodiversity programs in an odd position.
In January 2025, President Trump signed
Executive Order 14173, limiting DEI work
in the federal government. In turn, many
U.S. companies, schools, and government
organizations had to cut or conceal their
individual DEI programs, which are meant
to make the places they manage fair for al
groups of people. Fortunately, neurodiver-
sity programs are often preserved because
they are framed as “ skills matching” rather
than filling DEI quotas. Asabusiness strat-
egy rooted in universal design, improving
productivity for everyone avoids the polit-
ical friction associated with other diversity
initiatives.

Taken together, these programs suggest
something more long-lasting than a pass-
ing DEI trend. The creation of neurodi-
vergent hiring initiatives is promising. A
German software giant, a Big Four con-
sulting firm, a founder-led startup, and a
university career center have all arrived at
the same conclusion independently: reten-
tion, productivity, and skill proficiency all
rise when inclusion is taken seriously. The
outcomes are now measurable too. EY’s
research shows that inclusion doesn't just
retain neurodivergent talent but also raises
proficiency in exactly the skills that com-
panies claim they’re short on.

As the 2025-26 DEI rollback forced
companies to defend or abandon their
diversity commitments, neurodivergent
hiring programs were among the few to
survive intact because they had aready
proved themselves as a strategy.

If theright practices arein place, compa-
nies will see the benefits. One study from
Deloitte found that teams with neurodiver-
gent employees can be 30% more produc-
tive than teams without them. Research
published in Autism (2023) found that
teams with a neurodiverse makeup created
the widest range of unique solutions. The
statistics are there, and employersareinev-
itably bound to benefit from hiring neuro-
divergent talent.

Gabriele Barrocas is a student at Van-
derbilt University and Founder/Writer
of The Real Sectrum. Gabriele can be
reached at gabrielebarrocas@gmail.com
and more information is available at the-
real spectrum.com.
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Financial Side from page 23

hoursto as many as 40 hours per week) can
vary considerably and can aso influence
the overal cost. Before beginning ser-
vices, consider contacting your insurance
provider to request a detailed explanation
of your child's behavioral health and au-
tism-related benefits. You may also want
to consider asking whether a case manager
is available to help navigate the process of
accessing care. Specifically, case managers
may be able to assist with referrals, wait-
lists, and contacting providers on your be-
half. Understanding what is covered, what
isrequired prior to an authorization, which
therapy providers arein-network, and what
you may be expected to pay can help you
anticipate and plan expenses and make in-

formed decisions.

Some helpful questionsto ask include;

* IsABA covered under my child's cur-

rent plan?

e What diagnosis, referral, or documenta-

tion is needed for coverage?

* How often will my child need a new

authorization?

e What coverageisavailableif we choose

an out-of-network provider?

» What will we be expected to pay toward
our deductible, copays, or coinsurance?

e What other services, such as speech
therapy, occupational therapy (OT), or
physical therapy (PT), are included in

my child’s benefits?

» If ABA services are denied or the ap-
proved hours are reduced, how can we
appeal the decision, and how long do

we have to file an appeal?

Helpful tip: When speaking with your
insurance provider, write down the repre-
sentative's name, date of the call, and any
reference or confirmation number provid-
ed. Families should aso consider request-
ing a copy of your child's benefits and
keeping it with authorization letters, ex-
planation of benefits, and other insurance

documents.

No Single “Cost” to Autism

Although estimates of the broader “ costs
of autism” areavailable (e.g., insurance-re-
lated expenses such as copayments or de-
ductibles), there is no single dollar amount
that can accurately represent what every
family may experience. Autism is a spec-
trum, and each child’s needs, strengths, and
levels of support vary and change through-
out their lifespan. As aresult, the expenses

associated with those services also vary.

Ashley Romero Diaz, PhD, BCBA-D

Costs may extend beyond ABA and
other therapeutic services. For example,
families may encounter expenses related
to transportation that include gas, mile-
age, tolls, or parking for frequent appoint-
ments and sessions. Some children may
require communication devices such as
augmentative and alternative communi-
cation (AAC) devices, which may include
costs for the device as well as repairs or
replacements. Additional expenses may
include sensory or adaptive items such as
specialized eating utensils, noise-cancel-
ling headphones, or home safety equip-
ment. Families may want to contact their
insurance providers and ask whether these
items qualify as durable medical equip-
ment (DME), as DME may be covered
under their insurance plan. AAC devices
may also be eligible for coverage through
speech-language benefits. In some cases,
families may seek providers that are out-
of-network for specialized evaluation ser-
vices such as feeding or neurology. These
examples highlight how the financial im-
pact of autism extends beyond the cost of
any single therapy or service.

Financial Impact of Changes at Work

The financial impact of an autism diag-
nosis may extend beyond direct expenses,
as families may require changes to work
schedules, employment status, or income
to accommodate their child’s needs. Re-
search suggeststhat parents of autistic chil-
dren may work fewer hours and earn less
than parents of children without autism
(Cidav et a., 2012; Kinnear et al., 2016).
One study found that 55% of parents of an
autistic child reported reducing their work
hours or leaving ajob altogether (Lynch et
al., 2023). These findings and changes to
employment status may be related, in part,
to the time required to attend evaluations,
appointments, school meetings, or therapy
sessions that often occur during “tradi-
tional” work hours. Depending on the fre-
guency of these commitments, caregivers
may be required to use time off, request
flexibility in their work schedule, or in
some cases, reduce their work hours (i.e.,

work part time). In some cases, reduction
of work hours (i.e., working part time)
can also change an employee's access to
health insurance, paid leave, or retirement
benefits. These broader financial consider-
ations are important to keep in mind when
evaluating the overall financial impact on
the family.4

Financial Stepsand
Checklist for Families

Following an autism diagnosis does not
mean having every possible future ex-
pense figured out at once. Instead, families
should consider where expenses may arise
and understand the financial costs associ-
ated with supporting their child. A helpful
place to start is understanding your current
financial situation and becoming familiar
with financial resources and benefits that
could prepare or even offset some of these
expenses. In addition to assessing em-
ployer-sponsored benefits, families may
also consider contacting their state agency
responsible for developmental disability
services that can help provide information
about available programs such as Medic-
aid, Supplemental Security Income (SS),
or Medicaid waiver programs. Financial
needs and available resources may change
asyour child grows and their needs evolve.
Thegoal isnot to anticipate every expense,
but to help families understand the types
of expensesthey may encounter and recog-
nize resources that may be available.

Financial Considerations for Families

* Review your insurance benefits and
coverage requirements

» Ask providers about anticipated out-of -
pocket costs before beginning services

» Learn which services and support may
be available through your child’s school
or provider

» Keeprecordsof medical, therapy, trans-
portation, childcare, and other relevant
expenses

» Explore public benefits and community re-
sourcesfor which your family may qudify

e Consult with your local school system
to learn about educational support ser-
vices (e.g., Individualswith Disabilities
Education Act)

* Review workplace leave, benefits, and
flexible-scheduling options that may be
availableto you

*  When appropriate, consult profession-
als familiar with disability benefits, tax
considerations, and special needs finan-
cial planning.

Financial needs and available resourc-
es will continuously change as al family
needs are different. The goal is to help
families navigate the financial landscape
of an autism diagnosis by asking questions,
gathering information, and recognizing ad-
ditional resources that are available.

Ashley Romero Diaz, PhD, BCBA-D,
is Director of Research at ABA Centers
of America. To contact the author, email
aromero@abacenters.com.
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Planning Tips from page 24

money set aside for the individua is held
in a properly structured account, such as a
Special Needs Trust or an ABLE account,
rather than in a personal savings account in
their name.

Specia Needs Trustsand ABLE
Accounts Serve Different Purposes

These two financial tools come up con-
stantly in family planning conversations,
and they are frequently confused with one
another. A Special Needs Trust (some-
times called a Supplemental Needs Trust)
is typicaly used to hold larger sums, an
inheritance, life insurance proceeds, or set-
tlement funds, and is usualy set up with
the help of an attorney. An ABLE account
is a tax-advantaged savings account, simi-
lar in spirit to a 529 college savings plan,
that allows for smaller, more flexible day-
to-day contributions and withdrawal swith-
out the same legal overhead.

Families sometimes assume they need to
choose one or the other. In practice, many
families use both: an ABLE account for ac-
cessible, everyday savings, and a trust for
larger assets meant to support the individu-
al over decades.

Recommendation: Ask a specia needs
planning attorney or financial advisor to
explain both tools side by side, specifical-
ly how they interact with SSI and Medic-
aid €ligibility, before assuming either one
aloneis sufficient.

Guardianship Is Not the Only Option,
and It's Not Always Necessary

As children with more significant sup-
port needs approach eighteen, many fami-
liesaretold that guardianship is simply the
next step, sometimes without a full expla-
nation of what it involves or what aterna-
tives exist. Guardianship transfers a range
of legal decision-making authority from
the individua to the guardian and can be
difficult to reverse or narrow later.

Christin Kennedy, BS, BCaBA

For many autistic adults, less restric-
tive aternatives, such as supported de-
cision-making agreements, power of
attorney for specific matters, or a repre-
sentative payee arrangement for benefits,
may accomplish the same practical goals
while preserving more of the individual’s
autonomy.

Recommendation: Before pursuing full
guardianship, ask an attorney familiar with
disability law to walk through thefull range
of decision-making support options avail-
ablein your state, and consider which level
of support actually matches your child’'s
abilities and needs, rather than defaulting
to the most restrictive option because it's
the most commonly discussed.

Employment and Day Programs
Have Real Financial Implications

Families are sometimes surprised to
learn that an adult child’'s earned income,
even modest income from a part-time job
or a day program with a stipend, can af-
fect SSI and Medicaid digibility if itisn't
managed carefully. This sometimes leads
families to avoid encouraging employment

atogether, out of fear of losing benefits,
even when work would be meaningful and
appropriate for their child.

In most cases, SSI includes work incen-
tive provisions that allow for some earned
income without an automatic loss of bene-
fits, and several are specifically designed
to make employment viable rather than
penalized.

Recommendation: Before assuming em-
ployment isn't financially viable, consult a
benefits planning specialist (often called a
Work Incentives Planning and Assistance,
or WIPA, counselor) who can calculate the
actual impact of a specific job or program
on benefits, rather than relying on general
assumptions.

Teaching Financial Independence Directly

Much of the planning above focuses on
structures built around an autistic adult:
trusts, accounts, benefits coordination. But
clinical teams increasingly see the value
in aso building financia skills with the
individual directly, to whatever degree fits
their abilities. Skipping this step isn't a
neutral choice; it often means an adult who
could have managed a debit card, aweekly
budget, or a ssimple bill payment ends up
more financially dependent than necessary,
not because of ability, but because no one
taught the skill.

Wheat this looks like varies widely. For
some, it means practicing recognizing
coins and hills, or using avisua budgeting
system to understand that money is finite.
For others, it means managing a checking
account, comparing prices while shopping,
or understanding what a bill is and when
it's due. Many ABA and life-skills pro-
grams now build these goals directly into
treatment or transition planning, as part of
the broader work of teaching daily living
skills through ABA, since financial tasks
can be broken into the same kind of teach-
able steps as any other skill.

Recommendation: Ask the clinical or
transition team whether money-manage-

ment goals, appropriate to the individua’s
current skill level, are part of the treatment
or |[EPtransition plan, and revisit them reg-
ularly as skills grow. Even small, consis-
tent gains in financial independence can
reduce reliance on caregivers over time
and are worth treating as seriously as any
other life-skills goal.

Build a Team,
Not Just a Plan

One pattern seen repeatedly in clinical
practiceisafamily that has one piece of the
planin place, awill, perhaps, or atrust, but
not the others, and no single professional
coordinating across the pieces. A trust set
up without coordination with a benefits
counselor can unintentionally affect eligi-
bility. A guardianship petition filed without
consulting the individual’s clinical team
can miss important context about their ac-
tual capabilities.

Recommendation: Where possible, build
a small team that includes a specia needs
planning attorney, a financial advisor fa-
miliar with disability benefits, and the in-
dividual’s current or former clinical team,
and encourage them to communicate di-
rectly with one another rather than relying
on the family to relay information between
disconnected professionals.

Building Security Over Time

Financial security beyond childhood
isn't built in a single meeting or a single
document. It's built gradualy, through
conversations that ideally start years be-
fore they feel urgent, and through a coordi-
nated team that understands both the legal
landscape and the individual’s actual needs
and strengths. Families who start this pro-
cess early, even imperfectly, consistently
report feeling more prepared and less over-
whelmed than those who wait until amile-
stone birthday forces the issue.

For more information, visit www.kenne-
dyaba.com.
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Life Coaching from page 19

impact a client's financial well-being.
These are all issues that must be consid-
ered and factored into any life coaching
plan to increase financial independence.

How Life Coaching
Supports Financia Literacy

Many autistic individuals seek out a
life coach due to a desire to improve their
financial outcomes and increase their in-
dependence. Some coaching programs
are based on the development of SMART
(specific, measurable, achievable, rel-
evant, and time-bound) goals. SMART
goals provide structure and clarity to the
coaching process. With SMART godls,
the coach and client know what the ex-
pectations are and whether the goal has
been achieved. If someone has the goal of
creating a workable budget, for example,

this may involve a process of ensuring a
basic understanding of financial concepts,
identifying existing barriers, and crafting a
personalized plan to suit their needswithin
a specified timeframe.
Neurodiversity-affirming life coach-
es collaborate with clients to trial differ-
ent strategies that support their particular
needs and play to their strengths, ultimate-
ly arriving at the most effective personal-
ized approach. There is no one-size-fits-al
in life coaching with autistic adults. Each
client is unique. Successful life coaching
programs take the time to explore with
each client what works best for them, giv-
en who they are, what is happening in their
life, and what they want to achieve. For
example, if a client is seeking strategies
to support executive functioning needs
around financia decision-making, the cli-
ent and coach may try color-coded charts,
graphs, financial apps such as NerdwWallet,
or automatic payment systems. Sensory

needs can be managed by identifying bank
branches with fewer crowds and less noise,
or by using online banking platforms.
I dentifying the right mix of tools and strat-
egies can serve to reduce anxiety and over-
whelm around financial decision-making
and promote follow-through and success
generaly.

Beyond issues of budgeting and general
money management, it isimportant to note
the relevance of safety skills in the finan-
cial ream. With the prevalence of online
scams and vulnerability of many autistic
adults, any discussion of financia litera-
¢y should also incorporate a review of fi-
nancial safety strategies. This may include
tools for recognizing common scams and
understanding the risks associated with
lending money to others. Through the
coaching process, autistic individuals can
become well equipped to identify red flags,
navigate these issues effectively on their
own, and know when they should reach out

for additional support.

Once a foundation of financial under-
standing and safety is in place, some cli-
ents may want to take the next step to put
aside money for the future. Thisincremen-
tal approach values the client’s priorities
and supports greater financial indepen-
dence and improved quality of life. This
is the heart of neurodiversity-affirming
coaching — helping clients achieve what
matters to them, in the financial realm and
across other aspects of their lives.

Sarah Lynch Perkins, MS CCC-SLP,
is a LifeMAP Coach and Onboarding
Clinician, and Jessica Cohen, JD, is As-
sociate Director of LifeMAP, both at the
Association for Autism and Neurodiversity
(AANE). LifeMAP is AANE's individual-
ized coaching program for neurodivergent
adults and older teens. For more informa-
tion, visit www.aane.org/lifemap, call (617)
393-3824, or email lifemap@aane.org.
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