
Medicaid 101: Health Insurance for Low-Income Americans

What is Medicaid?

Medicaid is a health insurance program that provides comprehensive and affordable health care 
coverage to many low-income Americans. Medicaid is funded by both state and federal governments. 

Who is covered by Medicaid?

Federal law requires states cover low-income families, qualified pregnant women and children, blind or 
disabled individuals, individuals receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and some seniors.1 States 
can cover more people than the federal law requires. States also choose the income levels for people 
to qualify for the state’s Medicaid program. In some states, low-income children qualify for Medicaid or 
the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), but their parents might not qualify for Medicaid. For 
example, in Alabama, a parent in a family of three must earn less than $320/month (18% of the federal 
poverty level (FPL)); while in Virginia, a parent in a family of three can earn up to $2,454/month to qualify 
for Medicaid.2 In Alabama, childless adults generally do not qualify for Medicaid, but in Virginia they can 
qualify as long as they earn less than $1,436/month.3

What is Medicaid Expansion?

In 36 states and the District of Columbia,4 low-income adults qualify for health insurance coverage 
through Medicaid as part of the Affordable Care Act. In these states, the eligibility for Medicaid has been 
expanded to adults earning up to 138 percent of the FPL ($1,436/month for a single adult).5 In the other 
14 states, many low-income adults and parents do not qualify for Medicaid. These adults are often 
referred to as people in the “coverage gap.” They earn too much to qualify for Medicaid, but not enough 
to receive tax credits to purchase health insurance on the federal marketplace.6

What does Medicaid cover?

Medicaid covers many of the same services as private health insurance. Every state’s Medicaid program 
covers benefits like: inpatient and outpatient hospital services, physician services, tobacco cessation 
counseling for pregnant women, and laboratory and x-ray services.7 States have the option to cover 
additional benefits like: prescription drugs, preventive services, dental services, hospice care and 
physical therapy.8

Why is Medicaid important?

For many families and individuals, Medicaid is much more than just health insurance. Medicaid gives 
people the peace of mind that they or their families can access health care when needed. Children and 
parents can get healthy and stay healthy because they can access doctors for check-ups, preventive 
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screenings, and manage chronic conditions. It helps adults be productive at work, and helps kids do 
their best at school. For many people, access to health insurance allows them access to the medications 
they need to keep their job, get a degree, and care for their family and loved ones.

Why does ACS CAN care about Medicaid?

Medicaid provides low-income Americans access to quality, comprehensive, and affordable health 
insurance, including those with cancer, those who will be diagnosed with cancer, and cancer survivors. 
More than two million9 Americans (children and adults under age 65) with a history of cancer rely on 
Medicaid for their health care, and in 2014 nearly one-in-three10 children diagnosed with cancer were 
enrolled in Medicaid at the time of their cancer diagnosis. 

The health coverage provided by Medicaid programs helps improve outcomes and reduces the burden 
of cancer by offering access to prevention services; timely cancer screening and early detection services; 
as well as affordable treatment services and care.11,12,13
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