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5. Help paying for  
health insurance 
Probably the biggest concern for Americans is: if I have 
to buy health insurance, will I be able to afford it? From 
tax credits and subsidies to specially designed plans for 
young adults, the heath-care law provides many mea-
sures to help make insurance more affordable for people 
with low and moderate incomes. But just how all of 
this affects you will depend on many factors.

Tax credits to help pay premiums. If you earn be-
tween $11,505 to $46,021 for an individual or $23,425 to 
$93,700 for a family of four – and you don’t have cover-
age from your employer – you can qualify for an upfront 
tax credit if you buy health insurance in the exchanges.    
To get an estimate of the tax credit you might have com-
ing to you, visit the Kaiser Family Foundation online 

calculator at healthreform.kff.org/subsidycalculator.   

You will provide relevant information to the ex-
change and it will determine how much, if any, tax 
credit you can get.  The credit itself is tied to your fam-
ily income, family size and the cost of a standard plan 
in the exchange. Then an advance payment of the tax 
credit amount will go directly to the insurer you choose 
to help pay the full premium upfront. 

Subsidies for out-of-pocket expenses. If you earn less 
than $34,516 for an individual or $70,275 for a family of 
four and purchase your policy on the exchange you also 
can get subsidies to lower out-of-pocket costs, such as 
deductibles and co-payments. 

“I got stuck with a 
$120,000 medical bill that 
I’m still struggling to pay 
off. I’m using money that 
could be going toward my 
education to pay these 
bills. I’m doing my best. 
But it’s tough.” 

— Edith Gonzalez, 26, of San 
Francisco, Calf., who was 
denied coverage for gall 
bladder surgery because her 
insurance company deter-
mined she had a pre-existing 
medical condition. The hospi-
tal eventually forgave about 
$82,000 and she is now paying 
off the rest.
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6. Changes for large  
and small employers
It’s impossible to be certain, but most Americans are 
likely to continue to get health insurance through their 
jobs as health care reform unfolds in the next few years. 
The federal law builds on the current employer-based 
private insurance system, which provides coverage to 
about 160 million Americans. And reforms help small 
business better afford to offer good health insurance. 

Most employers, large and small, say they do not in-
tend to drop health benefits recognizing their value in 
attracting and keeping good employees, according to 
the Congressional Budget Office. But business can 
change the price and terms of your employer-based 
plans, as many have in recent years, shifting more of 
the premium and other costs to employees.  

New employer responsibilities  
The law does not require employers to offer health in-

surance to employees. But businesses with 50 or more 
employees who do not offer coverage, or who offer in-
surance that is too expensive or does not meet mini-
mum standards, may have to pay to help employees 
afford coverage in the exchanges.

With more than 96 percent of the nation’s firms with 
50 or more employees already offering health insurance 
to their workers, only a small percentage of businesses 
face these potential fines. 

What about small businesses? 
Companies with fewer than 50 employees won’t face 
any penalties if they don’t offer coverage to employees. 
These small employers represent about 75 percent of all 
the firms in the United States and employ nearly 34 
million people. 

Medicaid for those with limited incomes.  If you earn 
less than $15,302 for an individual and $31,155 for a family 
of four, you will qualify for Medicaid in 2014, but only in 
those states that decide to go 
along with the federal expansion 
of the program. In states that 
don’t expand Medicaid, house-
holds with incomes between 100 
percent and 133 percent of poverty 
(see chart pp TK) will be allowed 
to purchase coverage on the ex-
change and receive tax credits, 
but there may not be a coverage 
option for adults earning less 
than poverty level.

Several options for young adults. You can now join or 
remain on your parents’ health insurance plans until 
age 26, regardless of whether you live at home, have a 
job, are married, or attend school.

Beginning in 2014, you’ll have additional options. You 
can buy subsidized private insurance in the state-based 
exchanges if your individual income is between $11,505 

to $46,021. If you earn less than 
$15,302 as an individual you may 
qualify for Medicaid if your state 
expands Medicaid.

Adults under age 30 can buy a 
catastrophic health plan that 
covers essential health benefits 
and three primary care visits per 
year. These plans will likely have 
lower premiums but higher cost-

sharing expenses than other plans in the exchanges. 
Preventive services and three primary care visits per 
year are excluded from cost sharing. People over age 30 
who can not find a plan with a premium that is 8 per-
cent or less of their income would be able to purchase 
the catastrophic plan, too. 

The heath-care law 
provides many measures 
to help make insurance 
more affordable for 
people with low and 
moderate incomes.
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Tax credits for small businesses. A tax break is now 
in place to make it more affordable for small businesses 
and nonprofits to offer health insurance to their em-
ployees.  For-profit businesses with 25 or fewer employ-
ees can apply today for tax credits to cover up to 35 
percent of the cost of premiums for their employees. To 
qualify, businesses must pay for at least 50 percent of 
their employees’ premiums and workers annual sala-
ries must be no more than $50,000, on average.  

The tax credit increases to 50 percent in 2014 for small 

employers who purchase plans in the state-based health 
insurance exchanges.  

Non-profit organizations can now apply for tax credits 
of up to 25 percent to help pay for employee premiums, 
increasing to 35 percent in 2014. 

Small businesses can also use the exchange.  Small 
employers with up to 100 employees (50 or fewer in 
some states) will be able to compare and buy heath in-
surance plans for their employees.

“In my experience, the 
Affordable Care Act is 

really a job creator. 
The law has been very 

important to us.” 

– Mark Hodesh, owner of 
Downtown Home and 

Garden in Ann Arbor, 
Mich., who received 

$17,628 in tax credits for 
providing health insurance 
to his employees and used 
the money to help hire an 

additional worker.  
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7. More people will be  
eligible for Medicaid
Medicaid is a joint federal- and state-funded program 
that currently provides health care for 60 million low-
income Americans, mostly children, pregnant women, 
individuals with disabilities and elderly who need help 
at home or live in nursing homes. While state eligibil-
ity rules differ quite a lot, most low-income adults un-
der 65 cannot receive Medicaid, no matter how poor.

The original health law passed in 2010 required states to 
cover all very low-income people with their Medicaid 
programs, including adults without dependent chil-
dren with income below $15,302 for an individual and 
$31,155 for a family of four. If a state refused to expand 
coverage, the state would lose all their federal Medicaid 
funds.  

The U.S. Supreme Court overturned that requirement, 
saying EACH state can decide whether or not to expand 
their Medicaid programs, without losing their current 
federal Medicaid funding. 

Approximately 16 [CK] million Americans were expected 
to gain Medicaid coverage through the expansion, but 
now that may fall short and leave millions of the na-
tion’s poorest citizens without any way to get insurance 
come 2014. 

Why it matters 
The ACA intended about half of the newly insured 
Americans would gain coverage through Medicaid, 
with 90 – 100% of the new costs covered with federal 
funds. If a state decides against doing the expansion, 
then their very low-income residents will have no other 
option to get insurance. As the law stands today, if their 
household income is less than 100 percent of the pov-
erty level (see chart pp XX) they can not get a tax credit 
to buy in the exchanges.

If states don’t provide coverage for their poorest resi-
dents, hospitals and other health care providers will 

have to provide more uncompensated care than antici-
pated and may shift costs to those who have coverage. 
Or, other ways will need to be found to cover these un-
funded costs, such as increasing local property taxes. 

Who’s eligible under Medicaid 
expansion? 
Whether you qualify for Medicaid will depend on your 
income and where you live. Beginning January 1, 2014, 
all legal residents who earn less than $15,302 for an in-
dividual and $31,155 for a family of four can receive 
Medicaid. However, if you live in a state that refused to 
take part in the Medicaid expansion, you can’t apply for 
Medicaid assistance even if you meet the new federal 
eligibility standards.  

New federal eligibility standards in-
clude previously ineligible people, 
such as: 
• Low-income adults without dependent children 

• Low-income adults with disabilities who don’t meet 
eligibility requirements for Social Security Supplemen-
tal Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI)

• Low-income children who lose their Medicaid bene-
fits when they are reclassified as adults at 19 years old

What’s next? 

States have until summer 2013 to decide whether to ex-
pand Medicaid. In the meantime, the federal govern-
ment is boosting funding to community health centers 
and increasing rates paid to primary care physicians 
who accept Medicaid in preparation for the growing 
number of newly insured people who will be seeking 
care.  To learn more about the Medicaid program in 
your state, visit Medicaid.gov. 
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Still have questions? 
Healthcare.gov

This site provides useful information about insurance options 
available to you and changes created by health-care reform.

Kaiser Family Foundation, http://healthreform.kff.org/ 

This site provides in depth information on key health policy issues, 
plus interactive tools to determine how health-care reform will 
impact you. It also  allows you to find out about the exchange in your 
state, at http://healthreform.kff.org/State-Exchange-Profiles-Page.
aspx

Consumer Reports, ConsumerReports.org

This site offers a range of resources from understanding health 
insurance and reform to help navigating Medicaid and Medicare to 
advice on maximizing your insurance options. 

Consumers Union, ConsumersUnion.org/health 

Learn about health-care policy issues and advocacy efforts at this site 
run by the publishers of Consumer Reports. 

The Road  Ahead
When fully implemented, the ACA will offer many more people of all ages the chance to have 
good health insurance, no matter what happens to their job, health status, or family 
circumstance.  However, there are likely to be people who will fall between the cracks of the 
regulations – either because their state does not implement Medicaid expansion, or because 
what the system deems ‘affordable’ health insurance is not actually affordable for them.  In 
some areas of the country, the shortage of family physicians or specialists may make it hard 
to access care.  No doubt, the ACA will need some adjustments and fine tuning in the future 
to help it fulfill its mission. 

Importantly, much more must be done to bring the cost of health care under better control, 
as it continues to grow at an unsustainable rate.  And patient safety and quality of care are 
areas where continuous improvement is necessary.   Consumer Reports has long been 
committed to working in all of these areas to ensure a fair and just healthcare marketplace 
for all consumers.     
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