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Medicaid Expansion Helps Newly Eligible Adults and
Groups Traditionally Eligible for Medicaid

By Laura Harker

Evidence from a decade of implementation shows that the Affordable Care Act’s (ACA) Medicaid
expansion has led to important gains not only for newly eligible adults,' but also for children, older
adults, and people with disabilities — groups traditionally eligible for Medicaid. Claims by
opponents that Medicaid expansion diverts resources from those already eligible aren’t supported by

the evidence.

In Washington, D.C. and the 40 states that have adopted the Medicaid expansion, it fills a critical
gap in coverage for adults aged 19 to 64 with incomes up to 138 percent of the poverty level
(820,783 a year for an individual). A wealth of state data shows expansion’s many positive impacts
on adults with low incomes, including improving their access to health care, their health outcomes,

and their financial security.”

Expansion Supports Better Outcomes for All Groups

Some critics claim that Medicaid expansion “reduce[s] spending for vulnerable populations — the
poort, aged, disabled, and children.”” This is untrue. Research shows that Medicaid expansion has
driven gains in coverage and improvements in health care access and outcomes for children, older
adults, and people with disabilities, and expansion has brought more federal funding to states to

cover the cost of their care. For example:

e Children: Studies have found that extending Medicaid coverage to parents has a “welcome
mat” effect on children’s coverage because parents are likelier to sign up their eligible children
when the whole family can get coverage. (The “welcome mat” effect refers to enrollment
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increases among people who were previously eligible for coverage but not enrolled, following
an eligibility expansion to a different group.)*

In expansion states, just 4.1 percent of children are uninsured, compared to 8.1 percent in
non-expansion states.” Studies also found that the share of children receiving preventive care
rose in states that expanded Medicaid, and parents with coverage are more likely to have
protection from economic strains that can harm children’s long-term development.’

Older adults: While not eligible for Medicaid expansion directly, adults aged 65 and over
have also benefited from expansion through the “welcome mat” effect described above. Data
show that among adults aged 65 and over with limitations related to a chronic condition, those
in expansion states are significantly more likely than those in non-expansion states to be
covered by traditional Medicaid (alongside Medicare) and to have had a recent physician office
visit.”

It’s also worth noting that Medicaid expansion has saved lives, especially among newly
covered near-seniors who otherwise would not have access to affordable coverage. A study of
55- to 64-year-olds found that Medicaid expansion reduced annual mortality rates between 39
percent and 64 percent for older adults gaining coverage.”

People with disabilities: Because of the strict standards for federal disability benefits, many
people with disabilities don’t qualify for traditional Medicaid on the basis of their disability.
But in expansion states, more people with disabilities can qualify for Medicaid based on their
income. People with disabilities who gained Medicaid expansion coverage had larger
improvements in full-year insurance coverage and use of primary and preventive care than
those without disabilities.”

Also, a study found that people with disabilities in expansion states were more likely to be
employed than those in non-expansion states. Those in expansion states “are now able to
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access and maintain Medicaid coverage while earning at levels that previously would have
made them ineligible,” the study explains."’

In addition, some critics have claimed that Medicaid expansion has forced older adults and people
with disabilities onto waiting lists for care. This is untrue as well; there are no waiting lists to enroll
in Medicaid." States must enroll all eligible beneficiaries, including children, people with disabilities,
and adults in coverage — without exception. Many states have waiting lists for Medicaid’s home-
and community-based services (HCBS), which give people needing long-term services an alternative
to nursing homes. But there is no connection between Medicaid expansion and these waiting lists,
and these HCBS policies pre-date Medicaid expansion.'

Federal Financing for Expansion Benefits State Budgets and Communities

Finally, some critics claim that Medicaid expansion, by giving states a higher federal matching rate
(90 percent) than they receive for their traditional Medicaid populations (50-77 percent, depending
on the state), goes against prioritizing care for the “truly needy,” and that expanding Medicaid will
“demolish” state budgets."” This argument ignores the fact that Congress, in the ACA, offered a
higher match rate for the expansion population in order to help states cover low-income adults
without significantly disrupting state budgets."* Also under the ACA, the federal government picked
up a large portion of the costs of covering slightly higher-income people via the new health
insurance marketplace.”

This policy has proven to be effective: in most states, adopting Medicaid expansion has had little
to no net impact on state budgets.'® Expansion has helped reduce spending on other areas of state
budgets, like corrections and mental health and substance use treatment, as well as state spending on
some people in traditional Medicaid groups, who can now attain coverage with a higher federal
match through Medicaid expansion.

The 2021 American Rescue Plan includes an additional fiscal incentive for states: states that newly
expand Medicaid receive a two-year, 5 percentage point increase in their federal matching rate for
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traditional Medicaid."” In North Carolina, for example, this incentive resulted in a 14.7 percent
decrease in the state’s share of traditional Medicaid costs."® The state is using these savings to pay for
other priorities, like increased funding for rural health care centers and mental health and substance
use disorder services and for strengthening the health care workforce. Thus, even with more than
447,000 people receiving expansion coverage as of May 2024, North Carolina isn’t taking away from
traditional Medicaid or other health care programs; it’s enhancing them.

Critiques of Medicaid expansion’s federal matching rate also ignore the fact that the added
funding benefits entire communities. Medicaid expansion helps states strengthen their health care
systems by reducing providers’ uncompensated care costs, which improves the finances of hospitals,
especially in rural communities.”’ Expansion also infuses significant new funds to address issues like
the opioid crisis, mental health, and homelessness.

Conservative attacks on the 90 percent matching rate, far from helping the so-called “truly
needy,” serve only to jeopardize access for millions of people who have gained coverage through
expansion. Because the Supreme Court made Medicaid expansion optional, if Congress reduced the
matching rate for the expansion population, some states that have made expansion contingent on
the 90 percent match would roll back their expansions.

But coverage losses for low-income adults wouldn’t result in new benefits for the children, older
adults, and people with disabilities who would remain eligible for Medicaid. Instead, the gains
described above for those groups would be reversed, and states and localities would face higher
costs for covering uninsured people, without the federal support they have come to rely upon.

Everyone Needs and Deserves Access to Health Coverage

Arguments that pit children, people with disabilities, and elderly people against working-age adults
(who are often responsible for caring for members of those groups) ignore the basic fact that
anyone is vulnerable to the negative economic and health impacts from being uninsured. Working-
age adults need and deserve access to health care coverage as much as anyone else so they can care
for themselves and their families.

The Medicaid expansion group includes, for example, workers who aren’t offered coverage
through their employer or can’t afford employer coverage, young adults who are in school or just
starting their career, caregivers (including parents whose children have Medicaid coverage but
couldn’t get coverage themselves until expansion), and people with chronic conditions who likewise
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couldn’t get coverage if not for Medicaid expansion. The expansion group also includes some of the
most vulnerable members of our society: people suffering from chronic mental health and substance
use disorders and people experiencing homelessness, whose lives could be dramatically improved
with access to affordable, stable health coverage.

To understand the importance of health coverage for people in the expansion population,
consider a person with a chronic condition such as cancer or multiple sclerosis. If they live in a non-
expansion state, people with severe chronic illnesses often cannot receive Medicaid until their
condition becomes so serious that they qualify for federal disability benefits (for which there is a
very high bar), which in turn qualifies them for Medicaid on the basis of disability. Forcing them to
wait until their health deteriorates deprives them and their family of years in which they could have
had access to care that might slow their disease, improve their quality of life, and enable them to
keep working and living with dignity.

In sum, Medicaid expansion has enabled states to extend coverage to adults with low incomes
while maintaining and even improving coverage for groups already eligible for coverage and
producing state budget savings.” The remaining ten states’ failure to expand has left more than 1.6
million people in a coverage gap, with incomes too low to qualify for financial help with marketplace
coverage but too high to qualify for Medicaid.”* Policymakers should ignore baseless attacks on the
expansion and instead acknowledge its success and work to close the coverage gap in states that
have yet to expand.”
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