
(See Table 15-1.) They have 
created health care safety nets 
with very different levels of 
generosity. As of July 2014, 
Arkansas was the least gener-
ous state in the country. It 
allowed only those earning less 
than 13 percent of the federal 
poverty level—the threshold 
set by the U.S. Census Bureau 
to measure poverty—to receive 
Medicaid. That means that a 
working parent with two chil-
dren who earned more than 
$214 a month—slightly more 
than $2,560 a year—earned too 
much to qualify. Few states 
want to be stingy when it comes 

to health coverage, but they need to balance their 
budgets, and paring back eligibility levels is one 
way to make the numbers work, especially when 
Medicaid expenditures increase by double-digit 
percentages every year.

The most generous state was Minnesota. It 
allowed families earning up to 200 percent of the 
federal poverty level to receive Medicaid benefits. 

In other words, a working parent with two children 
could earn up to $3,298 a month—more than 
$39,500 a year—and still qualify for Medicaid.34 
Even controlling for the fact that most parts of 
Arkansas have considerably lower costs of living 
than does Minnesota, that is a dramatic difference. 
The United States may have one safety net for sen-
iors, but for everyone else, it is a country with many 
different safety nets. One of the goals of the Afford-
able Care Act was to set the same baseline of at least 
133 percent of the poverty level for Medicaid eligi-
bility, but with many states not participating in the 
program expansion, that is not the case.

Oops! The Unexpected Cost 
of Health Insurance

Medicare and Medicaid were structured very dif-
ferently, but the two programs soon revealed a 
common trait. They both quickly proved to be fan-
tastically expensive. From 1965 to 1970, the annual 
rate of increase in state and federal health expen-
ditures was 20.8 percent.35 By fiscal year 2012, the 
federal government and state governments spent 
nearly $415 billion annually on Medicaid alone.

In 2011 Medicaid 
expenditures accounted 
for 7 percent of 
Wyoming’s total budget 
but 36.3 percent of 
Missouri’s.

TABLE 15-1

Amount a Working Parent With Two Children Applying for Publicly 
Funded Coverage May Earn and Still Be Eligible for Medicaid (as of July 1, 
2014)

State
Monthly Income-Eligibility 

Threshold (Dollars)
Annual Income-Eligibility 

Threshold (Dollars)
Percentage of 2014 Federal 

Poverty Line

Alabama 214 2,568 13

Alaska 2,660 31,920 129

Arizona 2,193 26,316 133

Arkansas 2,193 26,316 133

California 2,193 26,316 133

Colorado 2,193 26,316 133

Connecticut 3,232 38,784 196

Delaware 2,193 26,316 133

District of Columbia 3,562 42,744 216

Florida 495 5,940 30

Georgia 577 6,924 35

Hawaii 2,523 30,276 133

Idaho 396 4,752 24
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