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SSI/SSDI Outreach, Access, and Recovery (SOAR): 
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Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA) SOAR Technical Assistance Center

Policy Research Associates, Inc.

Disclaimer

The views, opinions, and content expressed in this 
presentation do not necessarily reflect the views, 

opinions, or policies of the Center for Mental Health 
Services (CMHS), the Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), or the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).
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• A model for assisting eligible individuals to apply for Social 
Security Administration (SSA) disability benefits

• For individuals who are experiencing or at risk of 
homelessness and have a serious mental illness, co-
occurring substance use disorder, or other physical 
disabilities

• Sponsored by SAMHSA in collaboration with the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) since 2005

• All 50 states and Washington, DC currently participate
3

What is SOAR?

Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI)

• Eligibility based on need: low income 
and resources; living arrangement

• Monthly amount based on Federal 
Benefit Rate: $841/month in 2022 
($914/month in 2023)

• Date of eligibility based on Protective 
Filing Date/Application Date

• Health insurance: Medicaid

Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI)

• Eligibility based on insured status 
(FICA payments)

• Monthly amount based on earnings 
history

• Date of eligibility based on “date of 
onset” of disability, 5 month waiting 
period

• Health insurance: Medicare
• 2-year waiting period for Medicare

Comparison of SSI and SSDI
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•The inability to engage in any substantial gainful 
activity (SGA) ($1,350/month in 2022)
•By reason of any medically determinable physical 
or mental impairment(s)
•Which can be expected to result in death or which 
has lasted or can be expected to last for a 
continuous period of not less than 12 months.
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SSA’s Definition of Disability for Adults
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SSI/SSDI Eligibility: Breaking Down the Definition

• Severity

• Work

• SGA

Medical 
Condition(s)

Functional 
Impairment(s)

SSA’s Definition of Disability

• Diagnosis

• Documentation

• Duration
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More Than Income

• Access to more robust 
health care and housing

• Increased education and 
employment opportunities

• Decrease in incarcerations 
and hospitalizations

• Ability to maximize income 

SSI/SSDI: One Brick in Foundation
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A Foundation for Recovery and Resiliency

SOAR Leadership Structure

*OAT: Online Application Tracking Program
*DDS: Disability Determination Services
*TA: Technical Assistance

7

8



11/16/2022

5

9

Who is a SOAR Applicant?

We want to ensure 
that ALL eligible 
applicants are 

served 
appropriately. 

What Makes SOAR Unique?

SOAR-trained case 
workers are the 

heroes!
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SOAR Works!

*National SOAR outcomes as of June 30, 2022
https://soarworks.samhsa.gov/article/soar-outcomes-and-impact
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2022 Financial Outcomes
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SOAR Super Stars!
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*Inclusion: Highest cumulative approval rates on initial application for states with at least 300 cumulative 
decisions, at least 24 decisions in 2022 (2 per month), and a 2022 approval rate above the national average.  
Combined, these states had 20,551 decisions

• Pennsylvania 
– 346 SOAR-assisted applications
– 91% approval rate
– 102 average days to decision

• Philadelphia 
– 218 SOAR-assisted applications
– 97% approval rate
– 72 average days to decision

• Pittsburgh
– 83 SOAR-assisted applications
– 83% approval rate
– 154 average days to decision

• Outcomes from other areas: 45 decisions
14

Pennsylvania State Outcomes
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• Continue to grow SOAR throughout the state, 
emphasizing the BOS counties

• Establish additional SOAR Local Leads
• Gain additional funding for SOAR dedicated 

staff
• Increase the number of SOAR assisted 

applications statewide
15

SOARWorks Pennsylvania: Looking Forward

Critical Components of SOAR
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What Makes SOAR Unique
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• As the applicant’s representative a 
SOAR-trained case worker works 
collaboratively with the applicant to 
submit a complete SSI/SSDI 
application:
– Regular communication with the 

applicant
– Extensive engagement process
– Clearly link the applicant’s diagnoses 

to their functional limitation 
– Case worker will communicate 

regularly with SSA and DDS, and 
provide additional information when 
needed

17

The SOAR Critical Components

• Truly getting to know the applicant
• Working collaboratively with the applicant to 

tell their story, but understanding that the 
SOAR CW drives the process

• Meeting and engaging with the applicant over 
the 60 days, and then with SSA and DDD once 
submitted

• Provide warm hand offs when needed
18

Engagement
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• As the applicant’s appointed 
representative, the SOAR provider can 
communicate with SSA and DDS 
about the applicant’s file and will 
receive copies of all applicant 
communication from SSA/DDS

• Neither the appointed representative 
nor their agency is liable for 
decision(s) made by SSA or DDS

• This is NOT the same as the 
representative payee

19

Serving as the SSA-1696 Representative

• Collect all the applicant’s medical records
• Up to date evaluations and medical records

– For applicants with mental health diagnoses, they 
will need an updated mental status exam (MSE)

• Ensures DDD receives a complete medical 
picture of the applicant

• Necessary for writing the MSR

20

Collecting Medical Records
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• The MSR is a letter which describes the individual and their limitations 
in functioning
– Supports medical records submitted
– Provides a clear link between an applicant’s conditions and 

functional limitations
– Often takes place of the SSA-3373 Function Report
– Is medical evidence when co-signed by an Acceptable Medical 

Source
– Can be sent directly to the DDS examiner or hand delivered to SSA

• Answers the question: “Can the person work and earn SGA?”
• Submitted as part of the completed application

21

Medical Summary Report (MSR)

SSA + DDS Collaboration Guide -072017 FINAL.pdf (samhsa.gov)22

Collaboration is Key!
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Making SOARWork within the BOS
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What’s working in other states!

SOAR and 
Coordinated
Entry

24

“I am most proud of implementing 
SOAR into our coordinated entry 
system. We have amazing 
collaborations with our local health 
care and housing service providers to 
be able to develop a formalized SOAR 
system. We are working to connect 
the most vulnerable individuals 
experiencing homelessness in our 
community to benefits as quickly and 
efficiently as possible.” 
– Niki Kozak, SOAR Local Lead, Austin, 
TX
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Coordinated Entry in Texas
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• Applicant presents at a 
coordinated entry HUB.

• If the applicant meets the 
eligibility criteria Income 
Now matches them directly 
with a SOAR-trained case 
manager.

• The applicant may also be 
involved in supported 
employment or search for 
mainstream competitive 
employment.

• The State of Connecticut 
Department of Mental Health and 
Addiction Services (DMHAS) funds 
8 full-time, dedicated SOAR staff; 
funding has been secured through 
March of 2025.

• The positions ensures that there 
are dedicated SOAR staff in each 
of the Coordinated Access 
Networks, Connecticut’s system 
for providing homeless services

• Support includes monthly case 
conferencing, development of a 
SOAR program manual, SOAR 
screening process, and referral 
tools
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SOARWorks in Connecticut
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• SOAR initiative covers 13 
counties in Northeast Arkansas 
with at least two SOAR trained 
case workers in each county

• Educate all new employees on 
SOAR and create a strong 
internal referral system

• In-house medical staff, wrap 
around services

• Strong SSA/DDS relationships 
27

Rural Implementation in Jonesboro, Arkansas

• Form local SOAR steering groups
• Identify local SOAR leaders
• Identify one or more benefits specialists in each locality
• Assess and refer SOAR applicants 
• Provide ongoing support for benefits specialists
• Review applications for quality before submission
• Conduct SOAR Online Course Review Sessions for new trainees
• Ask SSA and DDS for feedback 
• Monitor outcomes to identify challenges and to leverage funding
• Use the SOAR Online Course for training and refresher

Successful SOAR Communities
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Question & Answer

Open Discussion
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Questions?

• Getting Involved with SOAR: Getting Involved with SOAR | 
SOAR Works! (samhsa.gov)

• SOAR Online Courses: Online Courses | SOAR Works! 
(samhsa.gov)

• SOAR Outcomes: 2022 National SOAR Outcomes | SOAR 
Works! (samhsa.gov)

• Hiring and Supervisors Guide: Hiring and Supervising SOAR 
Case Workers | SOAR Works! (samhsa.gov)
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Helpful Links
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Connect with us!

Courtney Iorio
Pennsylvania SOAR State Team Lead and PATH State Contact

Department of Human Services
Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services

ciorio@pa.gov
717-346-0752

Abby Kirkman
Assistant Director, Pennsylvania Liaison

SAMHSA SOAR Technical Assistance Center 
at Policy Research Associates, Inc.

akirkman@prainc.com
(518) 439-7415, EXT: 5226

SAMHSA’s mission is to reduce the impact of substance 
abuse and mental illness on America’s communities.

www.samhsa.gov

1-877-SAMHSA-7 (1-877-726-4727) ● 1-800-487-4889 (TDD)
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Thank You

https://soarworks.prainc.com
soar@prainc.com
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