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SUMMARY 

To ensure that it serves those who are truly in need, 
Medicaid is a means based entitlement program. The 
state determines a family’s means using two criteria:  
income and assets.  The income standard is fairly 
straightforward: as long as household income falls 
under the limit for a given eligibility category, the 
standard is met.  The second test, the asset test, 
however, is much less useful.  It is expensive to 
administer, and it sends the wrong message to families: 
that they should not save for their future.  The asset test 
simply creates a barrier that prevents low-income 
Utahns from breaking out of the cycle of poverty and 

staying healthy in the process.i iiiiiiv 
 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
Personal savings and assets are a critical prerequisite 
for long-term self-sufficiency. Therefore, rather than 
discouraging and penalizing recipients who try to save, 
public benefit programs like Medicaid should 
encourage savings and asset accumulation. 
 

In addition to helping low-income Utahns seek 
financial independence, removal of the Medicaid asset 
test will also help the state budget.  Given that the vast 
majority of Medicaid applicants do not have assets to 
speak of, the test is not worth the significant cost of 
administration.   Further, some programs like CHIP do 
not have an asset test—even though they serve family at 
higher income levels.  This lack of consistency across 
programs makes it difficult to consolidate the 
applications of multiple public programs into a single 
application.  Both of these costly and counter-
productive inefficiencies could be mitigated with the 
elimination of the Medicaid asset test.   

 

CONCLUSION 

One of the tenets of Utah’s health system reforms is 
to “optimize public programs.”  As the state proceeds down the reform path, we should optimize 
Medicaid by removing the asset test.   
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

What is the asset limit for Medicaid? 

For most of the state’s Medicaid eligibility 

categories, the asset limit is $2,000 for an 

individual, $3,000 for a couple, and $25 for 

each additional member of the household. ii 

What types of assets are considered? 

Anything of material value is considered an 

asset. Utah allows for several exemptions 

from the asset limit, including one vehicle 

and one home that is being occupied by the 

client.  However, unlike many states, Utah 

does not make an exemption for most 

retirement or saving plans.   

How many states have removed the  

asset test? 

47 states have removed the asset test for 

children, 44 states have removed the test 

for pregnant women, and 23 states have 

removed the asset test for parents. iii 

 

Will Medicaid end up serving 

families who don’t really need it?  

No. Families generally do not have 
savings anywhere near the asset limit, 
thus the test itself functions as a pointless 
barrier to cost-effective care.  A 1998 
Federal Reserve survey found that 
families with incomes below $20,000 had 
median financial assets of $600, and 25% 
of them had zero financial assets. iv 
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For more information please contact Lincoln Nehring, lincoln@healthpolicyproject.org, (801) 638-7695 
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