
Dr. Ed's Insider Guide to SSDI Work
Incentives (2025)

Returning to work while receiving Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)
can feel complicated, but don’t worry! Social Security has special rules called
“Work Incentives” designed to help you test your ability to work without
immediately losing your benefits. This guide breaks down the main rules in a
simple, step-by-step way using 2025 figures.

Important Note: This guide provides a simplified explanation. It’s crucial to
always report your work and earnings to the Social Security Administration
(SSA) and consult them directly for official guidance specific to your situation.
You can find more information at SSA.gov/work or by calling SSA.

Glossary of Terms (Used in this Guide)

EPE (Extended Period of Eligibility): A 36-month safety net period after
the TWP ends.

EXR (Expedited Reinstatement): A way to quickly restart benefits if they
stopped due to work, requested within 5 years.

IRWE (Impairment-Related Work Expense): Costs for items or services
related to your disability that you need to work, which can sometimes be
deducted from your earnings when SSA calculates SGA.

MSP (Medicare Savings Program): State programs (like QMB, SLMB, QI,
QDWI) that help eligible individuals with limited income/resources pay for
Medicare costs.

NESE (Net Earnings from Self-Employment): Your gross self-
employment income minus allowable business expenses.

SGA (Substantial Gainful Activity): A level of work activity and earnings
that SSA considers substantial. Earning over the SGA limit can affect your
SSDI cash benefits after the TWP.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



SSA (Social Security Administration): The U.S. government agency that
manages Social Security benefits.

SSDI (Social Security Disability Insurance): Benefits paid to individuals
who have worked and paid Social Security taxes long enough and have a
qualifying disability.

TWP (Trial Work Period): A 9-month period allowing you to test work
while receiving full SSDI benefits, regardless of earnings.

Step 1: The Trial Work Period (TWP) – Testing the
Waters

What is the Trial Work Period?

The Trial Work Period, or TWP, is a fantastic work incentive from Social
Security. It lets you test your ability to work for 9 months while still receiving
your full SSDI benefit check. The best part? During these 9 months, it doesn’t
matter how much you earn!

How the TWP Works:

Triggering a TWP Month: How does Social Security know if a month
counts as one of your 9 TWP months? For 2025, a month counts if:

Your gross monthly earnings (the amount before taxes are taken out)
are more than $1,160.

OR, if you are self-employed, you work more than 80 hours in that
month. ( Just meeting one of these is enough to use a TWP month.)

Tracking TWP Months: These 9 months don’t have to be back-to-back.
Social Security keeps track of them over a rolling 60-month (5-year)
period. Once you use your 9th month within that 5-year window, your
TWP is complete.

Benefits During TWP: You receive your full SSDI benefit for all 9 TWP
months, no matter how high your earnings are. This gives you a chance
to see if working is right for you without worrying about losing your check
immediately.
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Example:

Let’s say you earn $2,000 gross in June 2025. Since this is over the $1,160
limit for 2025, June counts as one of your Trial Work Period months. You still
get your full SSDI check for June.

What Happens After the TWP?

Once you have used up all 9 of your TWP months within the 60-month (5-
year) window, your Trial Work Period ends. Don’t worry, there’s another
safety net! You then move into the next phase, called the Extended Period of
Eligibility (EPE).

Step 2: The Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE) –
The Safety Net

What is the Extended Period of Eligibility?

After your 9-month Trial Work Period (TWP) is complete, you enter the
Extended Period of Eligibility, or EPE. Think of this as a 36-month (3-year)
safety net that starts the very next month after your TWP ends.

How the EPE Works:

During this 36-month EPE, whether you receive an SSDI check each month
depends on if your work is considered “Substantial Gainful Activity” (SGA).

Understanding Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) for 2025:

What is SGA? SGA refers to a level of work activity and earnings that
Social Security considers “substantial.” Earning above the SGA level shows
you might be able to support yourself.

SGA Earnings Limits for 2025:
$1,620 per month for non-blind individuals.

$2,700 per month for blind individuals.

What are “Countable Earnings”? This is the amount SSA looks at to see
if you are over the SGA limit. It’s usually your gross earnings (before
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taxes), but it can sometimes be lowered by certain deductions. A common
deduction is for Impairment-Related Work Expenses (IRWEs). These are
costs for items or services you need specifically because of your disability
in order to work (like special transportation, assistive devices, or co-pays
for medical services needed to manage your condition for work). Always
talk to SSA about your work expenses to see if they qualify as IRWEs and
can lower your countable earnings.

Receiving Benefits During the EPE (36 Months):

Here’s how your earnings affect your SSDI check during the 36-month EPE:

Earnings AT or BELOW SGA: If your countable monthly earnings are at or
below the SGA level ($1,620 / $2,700 in 2025), you will receive your SSDI
benefit check for that month (as long as you still meet SSA’s disability
rules).

Earnings ABOVE SGA: If your countable monthly earnings go above the
SGA level:

Grace Period (First Time Only!): The very first month your earnings
go above SGA during the EPE, you enter a special “Grace Period.” You 
will still receive your SSDI check for that first month and the following
two months, giving you a total of 3 months of benefits even though
your earnings are over SGA. This helps you adjust.

After the Grace Period: For any month after the 3-month Grace
Period ends, if your earnings are still above the SGA level, your SSDI
cash benefits will be suspended. This means you won’t receive an SSDI
check for that specific month.

Benefits Can Restart! If your benefits are suspended because you
earned over SGA, but your earnings later drop back down to or below the
SGA level within the 36-month EPE, your benefits can restart automatically!
You do not need to file a new application. Just make sure you report the
change in earnings to SSA promptly.

Example:
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Let’s say your 9-month TWP ended in July 2025. Your 36-month EPE starts in
August 2025. You are not blind, so the SGA limit is $1,620.

August 2025: You earn $1,500 (countable). This is below SGA. You get
your SSDI check.

September 2025: You earn $1,800 (countable). This is above SGA for the
first time during the EPE. You get your SSDI check because this is the start
of your 3-month Grace Period.

October 2025: You earn $1,900 (countable). This is above SGA. You get
your SSDI check (Grace Period month 2).

November 2025: You earn $1,850 (countable). This is above SGA. You get
your SSDI check (Grace Period month 3).

December 2025: You earn $1,700 (countable). This is above SGA, and your
Grace Period is over. Your SSDI check is suspended for December.

January 2026: You earn $1,550 (countable). This is below SGA again, and
you are still within the 36-month EPE. Your SSDI check restarts
automatically for January!

What Happens After the EPE?

Once the 36-month EPE safety net period is over, the rules change slightly.
Let’s look at Step 3.

Step 3: After the Extended Period of Eligibility
(EPE)

What Happens When the 36-Month EPE Ends?

The 36-month Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE) provides a significant safety
net. But what happens once those 36 months are over?

Social Security will continue to look at your work activity and countable
earnings each month compared to the Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA)
level.
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How Earnings Affect Benefits AFTER the EPE:

Earnings AT or BELOW SGA: If your countable monthly earnings continue
to be at or below the SGA level ($1,620 / $2,700 in 2025), your SSDI
benefits will continue. You can keep receiving your monthly check
indefinitely, as long as you still meet Social Security’s disability
requirements.

Earnings ABOVE SGA: The first month your countable earnings go 
above the SGA level after the 36-month EPE has ended, your eligibility for
SSDI benefits terminates. This means your SSDI cash benefits stop
effective that month. Unlike during the EPE, there is no Grace Period or
automatic restart if earnings drop later.

Example:

Let’s say your 36-month EPE ended in July 2028. You are not blind (SGA = 
$1,620).

August 2028: You earn $1,500 (countable). This is below SGA. You get
your SSDI check.

September 2028: You earn $1,700 (countable). This is above SGA, and
your EPE has already ended. Your SSDI benefits terminate effective
September 2028. You will not receive an SSDI check for September or
future months based on this work level.

What if I Have to Stop Working Again After Benefits Terminate?

Losing benefits after the EPE can feel final, but Social Security has one more
important safety net if your disability prevents you from continuing to work
at the SGA level. Let’s look at Step 4.

Step 4: Expedited Reinstatement (EXR) – Getting
Back on Benefits Quickly

What is Expedited Reinstatement?
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Expedited Reinstatement, or EXR, is another valuable safety net. It allows
you to potentially restart your SSDI benefits quickly if they ended because
your work and earnings were over the Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) level.
The great thing about EXR is that you usually don’t have to file a whole new
disability application.

Who Might Be Eligible for EXR?

You might be able to use EXR if all the following are true:

Your previous SSDI benefits stopped because your work earnings were
over the SGA level.

You are no longer able to work at the SGA level (meaning your countable
earnings drop below $1,620 / $2,700 in 2025) because of the same
medical condition (or a related one) that allowed you to get SSDI benefits
before.

You make the request for EXR within 5 years (60 months) from the month
your benefits stopped.

How EXR Works:

Requesting EXR: Contact Social Security and let them know you stopped
working at the SGA level due to your disability and want to request
Expedited Reinstatement.

Provisional (Temporary) Benefits: While SSA reviews your medical
condition to make a final decision (which can take a few months), you can
receive up to 6 months of temporary SSDI cash benefits. This helps
bridge the gap.

Medicare/Medicaid During Provisional Period: Your previous Medicare
coverage should also restart during this provisional period. If you were
eligible for Medicaid before, you might be eligible again, but this depends
on your state’s specific Medicaid rules and your current income/resources
– check with your local Medicaid office.

SSA’s Decision: If SSA approves your EXR request, your benefits are fully
reinstated without needing a new application process.
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If Denied: If SSA finds you don’t meet the requirements (e.g., your
condition improved, or it’s past the 5-year window), the provisional
benefits you received might have to be paid back.

What Happens After EXR is Approved?

If your EXR is approved and your benefits restart, you get a new chance to
test your work abilities down the road. You’ll eventually get a new Trial Work
Period (TWP) and a new Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE) if you return to
work again.

EXR provides peace of mind, knowing that if you try working but find you
can’t sustain it due to your disability, there’s a faster way back onto benefits
within that 5-year window.

Step 5: What About Medicare Coverage?

Okay, so you’re exploring work using Social Security’s work incentives. We’ve
talked about how your SSDI cash benefits might be affected by earnings,
especially related to Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA). A really important
question is: “What happens to my Medicare?”

Good news! Social Security and Medicare understand that ongoing
healthcare is vital. Thanks to special rules, your Medicare coverage doesn’t
just disappear when your SSDI checks stop because of work.

Extended Medicare Coverage – A Very Long Safety Net

If you receive SSDI, you usually become eligible for Medicare after a 24-
month waiting period from the date Social Security decided your disability
began (your date of entitlement).

Once you have Medicare and you return to work, here’s how your coverage is
protected:

Premium-Free Part A Continues: Even if your SSDI cash benefits stop
because your work is over the SGA level, your premium-free Medicare
Part A (Hospital Insurance) coverage will continue for at least 93

• 

• 



months. That’s 7 years and 9 months after your 9-month Trial Work
Period (TWP) ends!

Total Coverage: When you add the 9-month TWP, this gives you at least
8.5 years of continued Medicare coverage from the time you start
working, as long as you still meet Social Security’s rules for being
disabled.

Part B Continues (If You’re Enrolled): If you are enrolled in Medicare
Part B (Medical Insurance), this coverage also continues during this
extended period. Important: You (or someone on your behalf) must
continue to pay the monthly Part B premium.

If you’re still receiving SSDI checks, the premium is usually deducted
automatically.

If your SSDI checks stop due to work, Medicare will send you a bill for
your Part B premiums, usually every 3 months.

Think of this extended coverage as a very long runway, allowing you to focus
on work without the immediate worry of losing your essential health
insurance.

After the Extended Coverage Period Ends

What happens after those 93 months (7 years, 9 months) of extended
premium-free Part A are over?

If your SSDI cash benefits stopped because of your work, and you are still
disabled but under age 65, you don’t necessarily lose Medicare entirely. You
may have the option to purchase Medicare coverage:

Buying Part A: You can choose to buy Medicare Part A. There’s a monthly
premium for this. The amount depends on how long you or your spouse
worked and paid Medicare taxes. (Contact Medicare directly at 1-800-
MEDICARE or visit Medicare.gov for the current premium amounts).

Buying Part B: If you choose to buy Part A, you can also continue to buy
Part B (you’ll still pay the monthly Part B premium).
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Eligibility to Purchase: To be eligible to purchase Medicare under this
rule, you must generally be under age 65 and continue to have the
disabling impairment that allowed you to get SSDI in the first place.

Social Security will notify you before your premium-free Part A coverage
ends, explaining your options for purchasing coverage.

Help with Medicare Premiums?

Paying Medicare premiums can be a concern. If you have limited income and
resources, there are Medicare Savings Programs (MSPs) run by your state
Medicaid agency that might help:

Qualified Medicare Beneficiary (QMB): Helps pay Part A premiums (if
any), Part B premiums, and other cost-sharing like deductibles and
coinsurance.

Specified Low-Income Medicare Beneficiary (SLMB): Helps pay Part B
premiums.

Qualifying Individual (QI): Helps pay Part B premiums.

Qualified Disabled and Working Individuals (QDWI): Helps pay the Part
A premium for certain working individuals with disabilities who lose
premium-free Part A.

Eligibility rules (like income limits) vary by state and program. It’s definitely
worth checking with your local State Medicaid or Social Services office to see
if you qualify for help!

FREE HELP with Medicare plans (Medicare Supplements, Medicare
Advantage, Part D), please call Dr. Ed’s trusted Medicare partner,

Chapter Medicare, at (352) 841-0632.

Important Note: This is a summary. Rules about how Medicare works with
employer health plans can also apply (Medicare might be the “secondary
payer”). Always consult official resources from Social Security (SSA.gov/work)
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and Medicare (1-800-MEDICARE or Medicare.gov) for details specific to your
situation.

Step 6: What If I’m Self-Employed?

So, you’re your own boss, or thinking about becoming one? That’s great!
Working for yourself can offer flexibility. However, when you’re receiving
SSDI, the rules Social Security uses for self-employment are a bit different
than for regular wage jobs. Don’t worry, we’ll break it down.

Instead of just looking at a paycheck, SSA looks more closely at your work
activity (what you do, how many hours you work) and the value your work
brings to the business, in addition to your earnings.

Trial Work Period (TWP) for the Self-Employed

Remember the 9-month Trial Work Period (TWP) we discussed in Step 1? It
applies to self-employment too, but the trigger is slightly different. For 2025,
a month counts towards your 9 TWP months if EITHER of these happens:

Your Net Earnings from Self-Employment (NESE) are more than $1,160
for the month. (NESE is generally your gross income from the business
minus your allowable business expenses).

OR, you work more than 80 hours in your business activities during the
month.

Key Point: Just meeting one of these conditions (high earnings OR high
hours) is enough to use up a TWP month. It’s important to keep good
records of both your earnings and your work hours!

Is My Self-Employment Considered Substantial Gainful
Activity (SGA)?

After your 9-month TWP ends, SSA needs to figure out if your self-
employment work counts as Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA). If it does, your
SSDI cash benefits might stop (though your Medicare can continue, as
discussed in Step 5!).
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For self-employment, SSA uses special tests to determine SGA. The main
tests depend on how long you’ve been receiving benefits:

If you’ve received SSDI benefits for 24 months or more: SSA primarily
uses the Countable Income Test.

In other cases (like initial applications or before receiving benefits for 24
months): SSA often looks at Three Tests first.

Let’s look at these tests:

1. The Countable Income Test (Main test used after 24+ months of
benefits):

What is Countable Income? It’s not just your profit! SSA calculates it by
taking your Net Earnings from Self-Employment (NESE) and potentially
subtracting other items like: 

The value of any significant unpaid help you receive (like a family
member working for free).

Impairment-Related Work Expenses (IRWEs).

Unincurred business expenses (value of items or services others
provide to your business for free).

(Calculating countable income can be complex; talk to SSA about your
specific situation.)

Is it SGA based on Countable Income?
If your average monthly Countable Income is more than the 2025
SGA amount ($1,620 for non-blind, $2,700 for blind), SSA generally
considers your work SGA.

If your average monthly Countable Income is at or below the SGA
amount, it’s generally not considered SGA.

(Exception: Even if income is high, it might not be SGA if you don’t provide
“Significant Services” - see below).

2. The Three Tests (Used mainly before 24 months of benefits or if
Countable Income test is unclear):
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SSA might look at these tests first in some situations. If your work isn’t SGA
under Test One, they might look at Tests Two and Three.

Test One: Significant Services & Substantial Income:
Do you provide Significant Services to the business? Generally, yes, if
you are the sole owner/operator, or provide more than half the
management time, or manage the business for more than 45 hours a
month.

Is your Countable Income (calculated as above) considered
substantial (averaging over the SGA limit)?

If you provide Significant Services AND have Substantial Income,
SSA will likely consider your work SGA.

Test Two: Comparability Test:
Is your work activity (like your skills used, hours put in, energy level,
responsibilities) comparable to what an unimpaired person does in
the same kind of business in your local community?

If yes, SSA might consider it SGA, even if your income isn’t high.

Test Three: Worth of Work Test:
Is the value of your work clearly worth more than the SGA amount
($1,620 / $2,700 in 2025) to the business? Think about what it would
cost to pay someone else to do what you do.

If yes, SSA might consider it SGA, even if your income is lower or your
work isn’t comparable under Test Two.

Reporting Self-Employment is Crucial!

Because SSA looks at earnings, hours, AND your specific activities for self-
employment, keeping good records and reporting accurately is vital. You
must report:

Your Net Earnings from Self-Employment (NESE).

The number of hours you work each month.

Any significant changes in your work duties, hours, or business structure.

Report this information promptly to SSA. This helps them make the right
decisions about your benefits and helps you avoid potential overpayments.
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What About Unsuccessful Work Attempts (UWA)?

If you try self-employment but have to stop or significantly reduce your work
and earnings below SGA levels within 6 months because of your disability, SSA
might consider it an Unsuccessful Work Attempt. This means the work
during that period might not count against you when determining SGA later.

Disclaimer: Self-employment rules are complex! This guide provides a
general overview. It is essential to talk to SSA directly about your specific
business and work activity for personalized guidance.

Key Takeaways & Next Steps

Navigating Social Security work rules while on SSDI can seem daunting, but
remember these key points:

Work Incentives Are Your Friend: Rules like the Trial Work Period (TWP),
Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE), and Expedited Reinstatement (EXR)
are designed to help you try working without immediately losing benefits
and healthcare.

TWP is for Testing: Use the 9-month TWP (triggered by earnings over 
$1,160 or 80+ self-employed hours in 2025) to explore work without fear.
You get your full SSDI check during these months.

SGA Matters After TWP: After the TWP, the Substantial Gainful Activity
(SGA) level ($1,620 non-blind / $2,700 blind in 2025) becomes key. During
the 36-month EPE, you get benefits for months your countable earnings
are at or below SGA (with a 3-month Grace Period the first time you go
over). After the EPE, benefits terminate the first month earnings exceed
SGA.

Medicare Continues: Your premium-free Medicare Part A continues for 
at least 8.5 years after you start working (9-month TWP + 93 months
after TWP), even if SSDI cash benefits stop due to work, as long as you
remain disabled. Part B continues if you pay the premium.

Safety Nets Exist: The EPE allows benefits to restart if earnings drop
below SGA within the 36 months. EXR offers a path back to benefits within
5 years if they stopped due to work.
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Self-Employment Rules Differ: SSA looks at hours, activity, and earnings
(using special tests) for self-employment SGA decisions.

Report Everything: Promptly reporting your work activity and earnings
to SSA is crucial. It helps them pay you correctly and apply work
incentives properly. It protects you!

What Should You Do Next?

Keep Good Records: Track your monthly gross earnings, work hours
(especially if self-employed), and any impairment-related work expenses
(IRWEs).

Report Promptly: Report your work start/stop dates, changes in duties/
hours/pay, and monthly earnings to SSA. You can often report online via
your mySocial Security account, by phone, mail, or in person.

Get Personalized Advice: This guide is a general overview. Your situation
is unique! Contact: 

Social Security Administration (SSA): Call 1-800-772-1213 or visit
your local office. Check out their work resources at SSA.gov/work.

Benefits Counselor: Consider contacting a trained benefits counselor,
like those available through Work Incentive Planning and Assistance
(WIPA) projects. Find a WIPA project near you via SSA’s website.

Medicare: For specific Medicare questions, call 1-800-MEDICARE or
visit Medicare.gov.

Don’t be afraid to ask questions! Understanding these rules empowers you
to make informed decisions about work.

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 


	Dr. Ed's Insider Guide to SSDI Work Incentives (2025)
	Glossary of Terms (Used in this Guide)
	Step 1: The Trial Work Period (TWP) – Testing the Waters
	Step 2: The Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE) – The Safety Net
	Step 3: After the Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE)
	Step 4: Expedited Reinstatement (EXR) – Getting Back on Benefits Quickly
	Step 5: What About Medicare Coverage?
	Extended Medicare Coverage – A Very Long Safety Net
	After the Extended Coverage Period Ends
	Help with Medicare Premiums?

	Step 6: What If I’m Self-Employed?
	Trial Work Period (TWP) for the Self-Employed
	Is My Self-Employment Considered Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA)?
	Reporting Self-Employment is Crucial!
	What About Unsuccessful Work Attempts (UWA)?

	Key Takeaways & Next Steps


