
Applying for Disability Benefits with Pancreatic Cancer 

Pancreatic cancer can be difficult to initially detect, which is why so many people are diagnosed 
at later stages. Depending on the type and stage of the cancer when diagnosed, treatment 
options include surgery, radiation therapy, and chemotherapy. It is also nearly always disabling, 
so if you reach the point where you can no longer work, you will almost certainly be approved 
for Social Security Administration (SSA) disability benefits. You may even be approved in as 
little as 10 days. 

What Disability Benefits Are Available? 

Social Security disability benefits are monthly payments intended to compensate for the 
household income that was lost when you became too sick to work. There are two programs 
available, each one intended for a different type of recipient. Medically qualifying with pancreatic 
cancer is exactly the same for both programs, but each has its own technical qualifications: 

● Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI): Also known as the “worker’s disability 
program,” SSDI pays benefits to those who paid Social Security taxes for a certain 
amount of time before becoming disabled. So long as you worked even part-time 
throughout adulthood, you will almost certainly qualify for SSDI benefits. In 2017, you 
need to have earned about $5,000 in taxable income per year to qualify. 

● Supplemental Security Income (SSI): SSI is intended for children, the elderly, and 
adults with disabilities with few assets and limited financial resources. Recipients 
automatically qualify for Medicaid in most states. This is a great option for people who 
haven’t worked in 5+ years, or who earned less than $4,000-$5,000 per year. Keep in 
mind that SSI is only for the very needy, so if you have a spouse who’s earning a living 
wage, you will not qualify. 

Medical Eligibility with Pancreatic Cancer 

The SSA confirms the medical eligibility of all disability applicants by referring to the Blue Book, 
which is its official catalog of disabling impairments. Pancreatic cancer appears under Listing 
13.20 Pancreas and requires that your diagnosis meet one of the following criteria: 

● Any form of pancreatic cancer aside from Islet cell cancer. This will medically qualify with 
just a diagnosis. 

● Islet cell carcinoma that is either inoperable, or has spread to other organs.  

The SSA requires a pathology report showing the presence of your pancreatic cancer to qualify. 
You will not need to hand in this paperwork yourself, but you will need to list the hospital where 
your records are on file for the SSA to gather itself.  

The Compassionate Allowances Program 

http://www.disabilitybenefitscenter.org/social-security-disability-insurance/how-to-qualify
http://www.disabilitybenefitscenter.org/supplemental-security-income/how-to-qualify
https://www.ssa.gov/disability/professionals/bluebook/13.00-NeoplasticDiseases-Malignant-Adult.htm#13_20


The SSA regards pancreatic cancer as one of the impairments that qualifies for its 
Compassionate Allowances Program, which expedites the approval process and bypasses the 
many months of waiting to hear back from the SSA. If you meet either of the two Blue Book 
listings for pancreatic cancer, you will not only medically qualify, but also qualify for a 
Compassionate Allowance. There is no additional paperwork you’ll need to fill out. Your claim 
should be approved in as little as 10 days under a Compassionate Allowance. 

Keep in mind that the Compassionate Allowance program only allows you to receive an 
expedited approval. You will not receive any benefits until 5 months after you initially applied, 
and you unfortunately will not be eligible for Medicare until 24 months after your pancreatic 
cancer “became disabling,” which is usually at the point of diagnosis. This is a very important 
factor to keep in mind before applying—If you’re working to stay on insurance and don’t have an 
option to get covered under a spouse’s plan or under the ACA, you may be without health 
insurance for up to two years. 

The Application Process 

All applications for Social Security disability benefits must be accompanied by medical 
documentation that confirms the diagnosis, indicates your prognosis, and any ongoing 
treatments. For pancreatic cancer, this could include: 

● Surgical notes detailing any complete or partial tumor removal if applicable 

● Biopsy results 

● Lab results 

● Results from imaging tests like CT scans and ultrasounds 

● Treatment plans such as surgery, radiation therapy, chemotherapy, or any combination 
of these. 

If you are applying for SSI, you will also need to provide proof that your household income is 
below the established threshold and be interviewed by a representative from the SSA at your 
local SSA office. SSDI applicants will need to provide employers’ names to confirm work history 
and tax information. 

SSDI applicants can complete the entire application online, but if you’re applying for SSI 
benefits, you will need to make an appointment to complete your application at your closest 
Social Security office. You can do so by calling the SSA toll-free at 1-800-772-1213. Once the 
benefits start arriving, your financial concerns will recede and you can dedicate your time and 
energy to your health. 

https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0423022265
https://secure.ssa.gov/apps10/poms.nsf/lnx/0423022265
https://secure.ssa.gov/iClaim/dib
http://www.disabilitybenefitscenter.org/state-social-security-disability
http://www.disabilitybenefitscenter.org/state-social-security-disability

