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Medicaid State Plan and Waiver Fact Sheet
Medicaid is a means-tested, federal-state, individual entitlement with historical ties to the former Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and the Supplemental Security Income (SSAI) cash assistance program.    At the federal level, eligibility policy choices are reflected in the way in which the Medicaid statute allows federal matching funds to be used.  That is, federal Medicaid matching funds are available to states for the costs of covering some categories of low-income individuals, but not others.  If federal matching funds are not available for a particular category, it is less likely that a state will extend Medicaid coverage to that category of individuals, because the state would then bear the costs of the services entirely at the state’s own expense.

States must operate within federal guidelines in order to receive federal matching funds

Because Medicaid is a joint federal-state program and is not a uniform federal program like Medicare, there are substantial variations in eligibility, benefits, and resource and asset limits, cost-sharing requirements, etc. from state to state. Each state’s Medicaid program reflects the choices and decisions that the state makes.  Day-to-day responsibility for administration of Medicaid rests with the states.  

Each state develops its own Medicaid state plan that includes the mandatory services listed in 1905(a) of the Social Security Act—services that must be provided statewide —and to all individuals within an eligibility group and any optional services and optional populations.  The state plan remains in place until it is changed (state plan amendment).

However, a state may submit a waiver of federal requirements for approval by the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services.  The waiver allows the state to offer different services than those in the state plan, to certain populations and to target those services (geographically or by population groups) other than that specified under the state plan.

There are several different kinds of waivers—for example, 1915(b) freedom of choice waivers; 1915(c) home and community-based waivers; 1115 research and demonstration waivers.

