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What makes this model 
different?
A brief introduction
Plan Institute is a non-profit organization in Burnaby, BC, that supports people with disabilities and their families. They 
were founded in 1999. They provide educational resources, work on community projects, and partner with other 
organizations to create new ideas and push for changes in policies.
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Advisors with lived experience
All of the Disability Planning Helpline advisors currently are people who have disabilities and/or are family members 
supporting a child, sibling, or other family member who has disabilities. Over the years it has become even more important 
to have self-advocates on the team who understand the challenges that often come with having a disability. 

The advisors also have other skills. For example, three advisors have professional backgrounds in financial planning, which 
helps when supporting people with Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP) or Disability Tax Credit (DTC) needs. This mix 
of personal and professional experience means the advice given is both caring and informed.

Low-barrier support for all
The Disability Helpline offers support that is always available, with no time limits, eligibility rules, or geographic boundaries.

People can reach out for help whenever they need it, with no deadlines for when they can stop receiving support. 

There are also no limits to the amount of questions people can ask advisors. The advisors are knowledgeable on multiple 
topics and are happy to have holistic conversations. If something is ever out of their scope of knowledge, they will pass it 
on to a different advisor on the team, or seek out external support. 

The helpline is open to people with any disability, and callers don’t have to live in Canada. Recently, they got a call from 
someone in Portugal needing help for their mother who lives in rural Canada!

“There is no time restriction… people are welcome to reach back out 
anytime.”3



Support for financial and future planning
Plan Institute's Disability Helpline helps with many topics, including:

disability benefits and credits 

financial planning and literacy

wills, trusts, and other estate planning considerations

legal rights and accomodations 

Advisors give personal guidance to help people navigate complex systems and make informed choices about their financial 
and future plans. This one-on-one support is also strengthened by partnerships, like the Access RDSP program, which 
further helps with financial planning.

Flexible and accessible
To access support through the helpline, people can just give them a call—no need for complex forms or paperwork. Most 
support is given by phone or email. For those who prefer face-to-face interaction, the helpline offers video calls through 
Zoom for a more personal touch. 

Although the organization is based in Burnaby, BC, and has only one physical office, they do sometimes offer in-person 
meetings for locals or visitors. In certain cases, advisors even arrange to meet folks in public spaces to provide support.

Interpretation and translation services are also available on a case-by-case basis (often through Archway Community 
Services or volunteers) for people who don’t speak English, to ensure the program is as accessible as possible.

“As an organization, Plan Institute is committed to empowering people with 
disabilities to lead good lives, whatever that means for them.”
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Access RDSP: A collaborative effort for maximizing disability 
benefits
Access RDSP is a key part of Plan Institute’s Disability 
Helpline, making up more than half of the work advisors handle.

This program is a partnership with Disability Alliance BC (DABC)

and the BC Aboriginal Network on Disability Society (BCANDS).

The main goal of Access RDSP is to lower barriers and boost 
the use of the RDSP and the DTC. Through this partnership,

people get specialized support that meets their specific 
needs, helping them make the most of these important 
financial resources.

The program was initially planned to last for 4 years, but was 
renewed twice due to its popularity. The most recent renewal 
was for five years, from 2022-2027.

“A lot of people will talk about how it helped them to actually be able to access benefits,

understand what they are getting, what they could be getting... just being able to help 
demystify everything... the feedback is, for the most part, overwhelmingly positive.”
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Overview of the navigator program
Plan Institute's Disability Helpline provides important support to people with disabilities, their family members, and 
professionals across Canada. The helpline serves over 2,000 people each year, helping them navigate complex government 
programs, plan their finances, and access disability benefits. 

Their support is primarily informational, although they may occasionally engage in advocacy as well. For example, if a person 
needs help with paperwork for a particular application, they will point them in the direction of a local resource that can 
provide more hands-on help with that. However, if no local resources are available, or any issues arise, the advisors can step 
in and try to help directly.

The level of support provided varies depending on the person’s needs, and advisors are willing to go beyond mere referrals 
and facilitate introductions to the resources they are connecting people to if needed.

Support is mainly provided by phone, email, and video calls, with some in-person meetings available depending on where the 
service user and the helpline advisor live in Canada. Many of the helpline’s advisors have backgrounds in financial planning or 
personal experience with disability. 

While the helpline offers wide-ranging support, there are limits—advisors do not give legal, medical, or housing advice, but 
they work to connect people with the right resources whenever they can.

At least half of the helpline’s calls come from family members or professionals seeking advice, which shows how the 
helpline’s impact extends even beyond people with disabilities themselves. 
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Funding
Plan Institute's Disability Helpline is mostly funded by grants, though it sometimes gets donations from charities or 
individuals. The funding comes from a mix of federal and provincial government grants, as well as BC Community Gaming 
grants. The Access RDSP program has received strong support from the Vancouver Foundation and BC Ministry of Social 
Development and Poverty Reduction, allowing the partnership to continue beyond the original 4-year plan.

This funding helps pay for a team of nine dedicated part-time helpline advisors.

Limitations & future directions
While Plan Institute's Disability Helpline offers vital support to people with disabilities and their family members, it does face 
some challenges. One key issue is the small team, which sometimes causes longer response times during busy periods. At 
the moment, people are instructed to call the helpline and leave a message with their inquiry, and wait for an advisor to give 
them a call back. The current response time is 4-8 business days. 

Looking ahead, there are several ways to strengthen the program. Expanding the team would reduce wait times and allow for 
more direct help with complex cases. Increasing outreach and partnerships could also help meet the needs of people in 
underserved areas. As the helpline grows, focusing on these improvements will make sure it stays a crucial resource for the 
community, offering even better and faster support. 

As of late November, 2024, Plan Institute has officially expanded their helpline service to provide more DTC support to 
people across Canada in light of the upcoming up to $200/month Canada Disability Benefit. This support will include 1-1 DTC 
application support, new webinars on the DTC and CDB, and expanded outreach and support to organizations and institutions 
across Canada. 
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