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When you have clients with disabled children,
finance is only one of the issues.
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Max was like many parents of disabled kids. His daughter, now 14, is severely autistic—unable to
communicate with others and in need of lifelong supervision. Yet as of four years ago, his
personal investments were arranged haphazardly—comprised exclusively of individual,
handpicked stocks—and he had no long-term-care plan in place for his then 10-year-old daughter.

Then Max met Sheri Billings, a South Florida-based Merrill Lynch financial advisor whose own
teenage daughter has cerebral palsy and will require care as long as she lives.

Billings helped Max establish a special needs trust for his daughter. He has also taken out a term
life insurance policy designed to last until she reaches adulthood. If Max dies while the insurance
is in effect, the trust will receive a payout sufficient to cover all of Alexandra’s expenses,
including a paid supervisor. And because the trust is not part of Max’s estate, it is not subject to
estate taxes.

This means he can direct more of his assets toward 529 plans for his three other children’s
college expenses. Billings also helped Max create a diversified asset allocation program for his
personal portfolio, which now includes large- and small-cap equities as well as domestic and
foreign stocks. But Max’s relationship with his advisor has yielded something far more
meaningful than increased confidence in his stock portfolio; it has given him peace of mind about
his daughter’s future.

Stories like this are surprisingly common. Yet given the critical need for solid financial planning
for disabled individuals—people who may need relatives or caregivers to supervise financial
matters like bill paying and shopping, as well as everyday activities like cooking and house
cleaning—qualified special needs professionals are oddly few and far between. “I know people
who are dealing with this every day and don’t know where to turn,” explains CFP Joel Larsen of
the Larsen Financial Strategies Group in Davis, Calif. And the situation exists despite the fact
that about two in every seven families included in the 2000 U.S. Census reported having at least
one family member with a disability, according to information compiled by
METDESK—MetLife’s Division of Estate Planning for Special Kids. .

Financial service giants Merrill, MetLife and Mass Mutual do, in fact, offer special-needs
planning spaces, where trained specialists sell products exclusively through their own dedicated
teams of advisors. Merrill’s special needs financial services group alone employs and trains well
over 1,000 so-called Certified Special Needs Advisors (CSNAs)—all of them full-time Merrill
employees. These experts focus on planning solutions for any disability that requires lifetime
care, according to Chris Sullivan, vice president of the firm’s Special Needs Financial Services
Group.



