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Continuous Eligibility for Medicaid Enrollees is One Step Toward Health Reform
WASHINGTON, DC – A new study released today by the Association of Community Affiliated Plans (ACAP) finds that most individuals enrolled in Medicaid are covered for far less than a full year, and can suffer severe health consequences as a result. The study links quality of care in Medicaid to ongoing health coverage.  The report,  Improving Medicaid’s Continuity and Quality of Care, was written by researchers at The George Washington University School of Public Health and sponsored by ACAP.  The report describes the dramatic problem of “churn” in Medicaid today, defined as a pattern of on-again-off-again enrollment in Medicaid that is unrelated to an individual’s actual eligibility status.  

“We engaged Leighton Ku and his colleagues at the George Washington University to provide a clear assessment of how longer eligibility periods for all Medicaid enrollees could improve the quality of care they receive,” said Margaret Murray, Chief Executive Officer of ACAP.  “We also appreciate the study’s focus on how quality of care needs to be better measured and reported for all Medicaid enrollees, who are served in a variety of settings, including Medicaid managed care programs, primary care case management models, and fee-for-service.”
The researchers found that gaps in Medicaid coverage interrupt the continuity of medical care which can lead to harmful health consequences, exclusion from quality measurement, as well as unnecessary administrative burden and expense for health care providers, states, and health plans.  States that have been best able to keep Medicaid enrollees throughout the year based on a standardized measure are Arkansas, Connecticut, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Louisiana, Maine, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, and Tennessee.  Overall, GW University found that Medicaid enrollees remain on the program for approximately three-fourths of the year; non-elderly adults in Medicaid fare the worst, remaining enrolled for less than 70 percent of the year.  Furthermore, the study describes how average monthly health care costs decrease as individuals are enrolled for longer periods of time, from $625 in the initial month, to $333 in the twelfth month.
The paper also highlights that quality of care monitoring is only required for those served by capitated managed care organizations, leaving out more than half the Medicaid beneficiaries who are enrolled in care models that do not report quality measures. 
Leighton Ku, lead researcher on the project, recognized the connection between ensuring continuous coverage for Medicaid enrollees and health care reform.  “Congress and the Administration are now considering national health reform plans to substantially reduce the number of uninsured people in this country, so developing better mechanisms to help low-income people to retain coverage in Medicaid is a critical and cost-effective component of efforts to reduce the ranks of the uninsured,” he said.  “Another critical goal of health reform is to assess and improve the value of medical care, and our findings suggest that quality measurement should be made comparable for all Medicaid enrollees.”
The report proposes the Medicaid Continuous Quality Act (MCQA) which would establish 12-month continuous eligibility for all Medicaid populations, provide incentives for states to adopt continuous eligibility policies, as well as develop equal quality monitoring procedures across all models of care in the program.  

The Association for Community Affiliated Plans (ACAP) is a national trade association representing 42 nonprofit safety net health plans in 23 states.  ACAP’s mission is to represent and strengthen these plans as they work in their communities to improve the health and well-being of vulnerable populations. Collectively, ACAP plans serve 6 million enrollees, over 50 percent of individuals enrolled in Medicaid-focused health plans. For more information visit www.communityplans.net.
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