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Medicaid expansion is a lifeline for many people with mental health disabilities. Prior to 
expansion, many people with serious mental health conditions simply fell through the cracks. 
These individuals had a disability and needed Medicaid for services and supports, but for 
various reasons, simply could not obtain it. The Affordable Care Act (ACA) created a critical 
additional pathway to help people with mental health conditions access needed health care, by 
allowing states to cover low-income adults that were previously excluded. 

While the exact number of individuals with mental health conditions that gained coverage 
through Medicaid expansion is unknown, up to 35% of individuals who get health care through 
Medicaid have a mental health condition, with over 20% having a moderate to severe 
condition. If Congress cuts federal funding for 21 million individuals covered through Medicaid 
expansion, they risk cutting access to coverage and care for millions of individuals with mental 
health conditions. 

Traditional Medicaid Pathways Leave Out Many with Mental Health 
Needs 

Prior to the creation of the expansion pathway in the ACA, many low-income adults with 
disabilities were only eligible for Medicaid through pathways that required proof of disability. 
First, in most states, individuals who receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI) are 
automatically eligible for Medicaid. But to qualify for SSI on the basis of disability (including a 
mental health disability), an individual must document a severe disability that prevents work, 
and have extremely limited income and assets. Many people with mental health conditions 
cannot meet the high bar. Two-thirds of nonelderly adults with disabilities who are enrolled in 
Medicaid do not receive SSI, and the majority of those individuals qualified through a non-
disability pathway, such as Medicaid expansion. While some states had (and continue to have) 
optional additional disability-related pathways, such as “medically needy” programs, "aged 
blind and disabled” eligibility, or Home- and Community- Based Services (HCBS) programs, 
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these programs are often limited to people with extremely low incomes or leave out people 
with mental health disabilities.1 

Expansion Provides Crucial Access to Timely Mental Health Care 

The ACA allowed states to extend coverage to adults with incomes up to 138% of the federal 
poverty level, without a stringent asset assessments or a demonstration of categorical 
eligibility. Rather, Medicaid expansion offers coverage based on income alone. This change 
improved access to Medicaid for individuals who experience serious mental conditions, such as 
depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, or bipolar disorder, in three ways: 

1) First, obtaining Medicaid due to a mental health disability used to require proving you 
had a disability and meeting certain financial requirements. Many individuals with 
significant mental health conditions did not have the resources, documentation, or 
history of consistent care necessary to obtain a formal disability determination, or to 
qualify for other state-specific programs.  

2) Second, expansion allows individuals with new or emerging mental health disabilities to 
receive care, when they may experience emerging symptoms but before they obtain a 
diagnosis. Timely access to care before obtaining an official diagnosis is especially 
crucial for people with mental health conditions, which are often underdiagnosed or 
inadequately treated, particularly among low-income populations. In states that have 
expanded Medicaid, these individuals are able to timely access care, obtain diagnoses, 
and apply for benefits.  

3) Third, people with mental health conditions may rely on Medicaid expansion while they 
are waiting for a disability determination. Applying for SSI is not a short or easy 
process. On average, people wait up to seven months from application to initial 
determination of eligibility, and that number is expected to rise. Under the Trump 
administration, dozens of Social Security Administration offices have closed or are at 
risk of closure, which further exacerbates delays in processing SSI applications.   

 

                                        
 
1 HCBS waivers are often geared toward people with other types of disabilities. Relatively few 
states offer HCBS waivers designed for people with Serious Mental Illness (SMI) or Serious 
Emotional Disturbance (SED).  
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Eligibility Before and After Expansion 
 
Imagine someone who is unhoused and living with bipolar disorder. She tries to 
keep her medical records with her, but some have been destroyed in the rain. 
She has had traumatic experiences in hospitals, so she is hesitant to meet with 
doctors. And because her transportation is unreliable, she often does not make it 
to appointments and examinations, even when scheduled for her. Before 
Medicaid expansion, someone in her situation may have struggled to establish 
her eligibility for Medicaid under the disability-based rules. With expansion, she 
could qualify for health care based on her limited income alone—giving her a 
chance to get essential care first and then perhaps work with a social worker or 
other mental health provider to document her disability.  

 
Federal Match Cuts, Trigger Laws, and Work Requirements Would Strip 
Away Coverage 

Cutting or reducing the federal match rate (FMAP) for the Medicaid expansion population 
would likely lead states to scale back services or reconsider their participation in the expansion 
program altogether, putting people with mental health conditions at a high risk of losing care. 
At least 9 states have “trigger laws” which immediately end the state’s participation in 
Medicaid expansion if the federal match is reduced. Without the enhanced federal funding, 
other states would likely follow, or instead could tighten eligibility, reduce provider payments, 
or eliminate optional services such as home and community-based services and other 
behavioral health care—all of which disproportionately harm people with mental health needs 
who are not formally documented as disabled.  

Similarly, people with mental health conditions are particularly susceptible to losing coverage if 
work requirements are applied to the expansion population. As explained above, many people 
with mental health conditions obtain eligibility via the expansion group. Furthermore, the same 
individuals who had trouble completing paperwork to prove their disability for purposes of 
eligibility would have the same difficulty proving disability for purposes of any work 
requirement exemptions.  

Congress must recognize that the Medicaid expansion population includes a large disability 
population—particularly those with mental health conditions—who may not always be captured 
by traditional disability eligibility pathways, but who nonetheless rely on Medicaid coverage as 
their only source of health care. Cutting federal funding for expansion or imposing additional 
eligibility requirements like work requirements would seriously harm this often hidden and 
already underserved population. 
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